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AUTHOR'S PREFACE 


During my stay in Iran between 1973 and 1975 my favourite form 
of relaxation — and of escape — was to explore sume of the many roads 
and tracks around Tehran. Following the advice of a number of friends 
and acquaintances we reached a variety of scenic, historical and other 
interesting places, many of which are hardly mentioned in the available 
guide books. This led to the suggestion that ! should write up the tours 
we have made, and introduce the opportunity to enjoy them to a wider 
number of people. 


My constant companion on the tours was my wife Sue, who shares 
my enthusiasm for travel and prepared countless picnic baskets. 


For production of the book | am indebted to Mesdames Galvin, 
Mycroft and Paddison for typing the manuscript; to Mr. Jamshid Khoda- 
bakhsh for drawing the final versions of the maps; to Miss Ziba Hashemi, 
one of our regular travellers and an invaluable interpreter, for the Farsi 
phrases; and to Messrs. Rayka, the printers. 


For ideas on places to go, | must especially mention Mr. Carl 
Hohenegger, who has travelled around lesser-known places in tran for 
many years; and Mr. Eric Joyall, who “blazed the trail’’ along some of 
these routes. 


Finally, this book would never have appeared at all without the 
help and encouragement of Mr. Mehdi Safipour and Mr. Stephen Jones. 


! am, of course, alone responsible for any errors and inaccuracies — 
most of the text and maps are based purely on memory — and | would 
be very grateful if any readers who discover inaccuracies would write to 
me, c/o Mr. S.M. Jones, P.O.Box 1783, Tehran. 


_ Tehran, May 1975 
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INTRODUCTION 


There are today a number of good and interesting guide and travel 
books on Iran. However most of them are written for the foreign traveller, 
who comes to Iran for a holiday of a few weeks, and who wishes to see as 
much as possible of the country including the major attractions of Esfahan, 
Shiraz and Persepolis. 


This book, on the other hand, is for those who live in, or are visiting 
Tehran; and who, because of work or other commitments, can only make 
short sightseeing excursions from the city. Further, visits to the main 
provincial centres of Iran, which nowadays are best reached by air, are not 
included. Instead, the book concentrates on car tours which start and 
finish at Tehran. 


Most of the tours are one-day trips; in fact the book is arranged in 
a sequence from the shortest half-day trips to longer 2, 3, or 4 day expedi- 
tions. Quite a few of the tours are suitable for families, and advice is 
given on such tours about possible picnic spots. 


The phrase “by Paykan”’ in the title is not intended to be taken in 
a restrictive sense. The message is that the countryside around Tehran is 
not “out of bounds’ to those with an ordinary family car; it is not 
restricted to people who have four-wheel drives or RACING TEAM stickers. 
All of these tours were accomplished in a 1352 Paykan de Luxe. 


No attempt is made in this book to explain in detail the historical, 
architectural or cultural aspects of the tours. All of these are covered in 
the existing literature, which this book is intended to complement rather 
than replace. Besides this | am a believer that a tourist should be allowed 
to let the sights he visits make their impression on him directly, whatever 
the architectural or historical connotatians may or may not be. 


For the benefit of those who are not already familiar with country 
driving in lran a few notes of advice are now given. If you are new to 
Tehran the best suggestion is to start on the easier tours at the start of 
the book and progress to the longer trips. To all readers | wish many 
happy excursions and ‘‘safar bekheir’’ ! 


Your Car 

It's important that your car doesn’t break down in some out-of- 
the-way spot miles from anywhere, so a few precautions are worth taking. 
Regular servicing of the car is a good idea, and on each trip you should 
make sure you have the following: Spare tyre, Tools, Fan Belt, Spare water 
and a Torch. \n the winter you should take snow chains in the boot, as 
the police may turn you back at a checkpoint if they think studded tyres 
alone will not be enough. If you are going on doubtful roads, then a long, 
flat piece of wooden plank is a worthwhile extra; you can use it to rest the 
jack on if you need to change a wheel, or you can wedge it under the wheels 
if the car gets caught in sand or mud. Finally, don’t forget your driving 
licence, insurance card and personal papers — you may be asked to 
produce them at checkpoints. 


The Roads 

Most of the tours spend a large proportion of their mileage on asphalt 
surfaces. These can vary in standard, but in general more roads are asphalted 
than is shown on the maps. However, one or two of the later tours have 
longish stretches of gravel road, which usually has a hard core but gives 
rise to clouds of dust which reduce visibility to almost zero. When passing 
other vehicles on these roads, stones may be thrown up; you can lessen 
the risk of these shattering your windscreen if you hold one hand against 
the windscreen as you pass. You also have to work out your optimum 
speed over the corrugated surfaces that are another feature of gravel roads. 


Some tours also involve crossing dirt tracks or stony roads. These 
need to be taken carefully as there is a risk of damaging the underside of 
the car. Irrigation ditches are one of the most frequent hazards, and some- 
times you may have to ask your passengers to walk while you cross the 
obstacle. Dirt tracks are best avoided in wet weather, but-if you do 
encounter wet stretches you will need to strike a balance between going 
too fast and too slow. Finally, if you are faced with having to ford fast- 
flowing streams, it is best to cross at an angle so that you face slightly 
downstream — and take it slowly ! 


Driving 
There are so many things to say about driving in Iran that a book 
could be written about it. However, there are one or two differences to 
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watch out tor between driving in Tehran and outside Tehran. One is the 
larger proportion of heavy lorries and intercity buses, which seem to 
command extra right of way by virtue of their size and speed. Pedestrians 
and animals are if anything even less predictable than in town, and you 
must take care when you see them on the road. Crazy Overtaking, not only 
on straight roads but even on blind corners on the mountain passes, must 
aiways be expected. Perhaps worst of all is the Karaj Freeway Friday 
night pile-up, caused by cars following each other too close and too fast: 
it is not unusual to see twenty or more cars involved in bumps. 


Checkpoints 

These have already been mentioned; they are normally sited on 
main roads about 5 km. outside the limits of each large town. Normally 
Private Cars are not asked to stop, but if you are flagged down then do 
stop and comply with the patrolman’s requests. If you are an expatriate, 


a friendly smile and an attempt to speak Farsi will usually ensure you 
easy treatment. 


People outside Tehran 

| have always found the people we have met outside Tehran friendly 
and helpful. Any interest you can show in their work or life, or any 
Farsi that you can speak, is usually appreciated. People are often 
friendlier if, for example, you take tea at the local chaikhane rather than 
your thermos flask. Adopting the condescending superiority of the 
“civilised’’ town-dweller is, on the other hand, the quickest method of 
getting stones thrown at your car ! 


Picnic Policy 

Iranian and expatriate customs seem to diverge on this issue; the 
former seem to like to camp as near as possible to their fellow mankind, 
the latter as far away as possible. The first is easier and needs no advice 
giving on it; for the second a few suggestions are offered. 


One is the choice of site. It is always best to pull off a main road, 
not too near a village. Ideally there should be shade and some running water, 
though the latter may be difficult after spring is over. Even better, try 
for a spot which has to be walked a little way to, and your chances of 
peace and quiet — if that is what you like — are that much higher. 
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Secondly, picnic equipment — the polystyrene icebox and ‘‘Colman” 
water flask are well known and easily available. A thermos flask is useful 
for hot drinks in the cooler months. If you like walking off the road, then 
a rucksack is a good investment as it leaves your hands free. 


Finally, however far off the road you go, you may still get “visitors”, 
usually children — a little ‘studied disinterest’’ may sometimes be called for. 
However, expatriates should note that the Iranian custom is to offer anyone. 
who passes to partake of your food. He will usually decline, but occasion- 
ally you can have a pleasant conversation and find out a lot about the 
place you are visiting. 


Maps 

Reliable National Survey maps of Iran are not in general available to 
the public. This makes direction-finding tricky at times, as those maps 
which you can buy are often out-of-date or more imaginary than real. 
However, the best ones available are listed here. 


For the whole of Iran, there are two good maps, one produced by 
Sahab — it can be distinguished by the fact that it has town plans in purple 
print on the back — and another which is issued free by the Government 
Tourist Organisation. Regional maps, including the Tehran region, are 
more difficult; the only one | can recommend is Sahab’s map of'’Ostan-e- 
Markazi’ The environs of Tehran itself present even more difficulty. 
Oil Company maps are best, but are not on sale; the Sahab New Map of 
Tehran and Environs, which is contoured, is unfortunately very out-of- 
date; Sahab’s Map of Tehran City and Sururbs is newer but not very 
accurate around the suburbs. Street maps of the city are reasonably good, 
but they only cover the centre and the northern suburbs. 


Guide Books 

There are four books which | have found particularly useful and 
would recommend as worth taking with you on tours. The first is 
Sylvia Matheson’s ‘Persia — An Archaeological Guide’’ This describes, 
and gives directions to, an enormous number of interesting old buildings 
throughout Iran. Because of its ‘Archaeological’ label, it only covers 
buildings put up before 1250 A.D., and so you will need another book to 
cover later buildings and scenery. The best available for this is Nagel’s 
Guide, which however, despite revisions, tends to be rather out of date 
in a number of areas; but it is quite good in its coverage. _ For those 
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interested in architecture, | recommend Arthur Upham Pope's ‘Persian 
Architecture’, a handy paperback edition which is excellent for the layman. 
Finally, for a catalogue of old buildings by locality, a Farsi book is best — 
this is ‘“Athar-e-Bastani-ye-lran’’, prepared by the Organisation for Pro- 
tection of Ancient Buildings. 


Three other good books are available for introductory reading: the 
excellently produced “‘Iran Today’ by Jean Hureau; ‘Touring Iran’”’ by 
Philio Ward and “‘The Land of the Great Sophy” by Roger Stevens. 


Directions in this Book 

| have attempted to describe all the important directions you will 
need to find your way around the tours. However my memory is not perfect, 
and | have not always been able to give reliable distances between land- 
marks. If you are in doubt, it is always best to ask — some Farsi phrases 
for this are given at the end of the book. Travelling times given at the 
start of each tour are very approximate and only allow for short stops en 
route. The starting points for each tour in Tehran are Ferdowsi Square, 


denoted by (a), Vanak Square (b), and Tajrish Square  (c); once 
directions for each route out of Tehran have been given in one tour, 
however, | shall refer to previous tours if the same exit is used again. 


Scales of Maps 
The maps in this book are generally freehand, and therefore no 
accurate scales can be given. They should be used in conjunction with 


published maps on which scales are given and with which comparisons can 
be made. 


Booking Hotels for Overnight Tours 

For Government Tourist Inns, e.g. Semnan, Ghazvin, Sari, Ardebil, 
Mianeh; you should call in person at the Hotel Reservations Office at 
12 Kh. Ghadesi, off Elizabeth Boulevard. They normally require a 
week’s notice and will ask you to pay in advance the cost of the room. 


For Pahlavi Foundation Hotels a similar procedure applies, the office 
being just above the Iraqi Embassy in Kh. Pahlavi, just below Maidane 
Valiahd (Crown Prince Square). Hotels belonging to this group are at 
Bandar Pahlavi, Hamadan (Bou Ali) and Babolsar Casino. 
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The Hotel Zibakenar can also be reserved in this way by calling at 
World Express Travel Agency, in Kh. Villa just below Kh. Soraya. 


Other hotels may be booked directly by phone — the numbers are 
listed in the book “Iran Today”. Alternatively, you may ask a Travel 
Agent, but they may not be keen if this is your only jhe and will 
charge you 400-500 rials for the service. 


Spelling of Farsi Words and Place Names 

No great effort has been made to adhere to a strict standard, and 
usually the spelling most commonly used by English writers and road 
signs has been used. 

However the letter ‘’q’’ often used in transliterating Farsi words 
has everywhere been replaced by ‘‘gh”’. 

One must also remember to pronounce a final letter ‘‘e’’ as a short 
vowel sound. This sound is also sometimes written as ‘‘eh”’ 


In the phrases at the end of the book, the spelling is of the colloquial 
Tehrani speech, and not the ‘correct’ written Farsi. 


CHAPTER 1 
Ethnic Spots Within Tehran 


Tour 1 — Velenjak and Shahabad 
(95% asphalt, 2 hours travelling) 


There are some pleasant spots in the northern suburbs of Tehran which 
are nevertheless unfamiliar to many Tehran dwellers, whose knowledge is 
limited to the trip up the Darband Chairlift or the trek up from Manzarieh 
to the mountaineering hut at Kolakchal. Two of these are the subject of 
the first tour. 


Velenjak is a remarkable example of a small, little developed village 
which hasn't quite been swallowed up by the superior suburbs of the 
Za‘feranieh area. It lies at the entrance to a pleasant little rocky valley with 
some good picnic spots 


To get there, go up Za’feranieh and turn left after about ”% Km along 
Asef. The turn is opposite a little green triangle on the right of Za’feranieh 
where Yekta joins it. 


(a) Go north up Fisherabad, Nadershah and Television arid at 
the end turn left to Vanak, then follow (b) 


(b) Go north up Pahlavi, beyond the Parkway for about 1 Km. 
until Za’feranieh forks off left at a narrow angle by a tall 
new building. The Palermo on the right of Pahlavi is a 
useful landmark. 


(c) Go west along Pahlavi to Za’feranieh, or take a short cut 
along Yekta, which starts life inauspiciously between a pair 
of trees and immediately turns left. It is about the third 
right turn from Tajrish Square 


As the mansions along Asef come to an end the road veers round to 
the left a bit, but here strike up right along a short stony road between 


two walls Turn left at the end and leave the car on the open ground ahead. 


From here you can walk through the village and up the valley, 
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picnicing if you fancy it. To get to the valley turn right off the road at 
the far end of the village just before crossing the stream A path leads along 
a jube (irrigation ditch) and then up the valley. 


If you still have time on returning to your car, a quick visit to Shahabad 
is interesting. Shahabad lies the other side of Tajrish, beyond Niavaran 
Palace; and although the terminus of a Tehran bus route it maintains a sort 
of apartness from the Tehran sprawl. 


From Velenjak return to the bottom of Za’feranieh, then turn sharp 
left along Pahlavi to Tajrish Square. Continue in an easterly direction 
past the top of the Old Shemiran Road into Niavaran Avenue, forking left 
at the first junction. Keep going until just before the Palace where, 
instead of forking right down the one way slip road, bear round to the left 
and go to the left at the Palace wall. Then follow the road round right to 
the north of the wall, leaving the villagey centre of Niavaran on the left. 
Soon the main road bears left uphill avoiding an uninviting looking 
housing area on the right. From the top of the next hill there is a good 
view forwards of the Shahabad Valley and backwards over north Tehran. 


Shahabad itself is a fairly ordinary village, except for the two large 
hospital buildings at its far end But it is set in a nice valley, and you can 
follow a track which turns off left just after crossing a stream, for some 
pleasant mountain and valley walking. It is particularly nice in hot summer 
when the temperature is some degrees lower than most of the rest of Tehran. 


The main street of the village is a dead end, so your return is by the 
same route. For a variation on the way back turn left just beyond the top 
of the first hill along a road signposted ‘’Niavaran Sports Club’’. You pass 
the club driveway and then follow the road downhill into a pleasant orchard 
area until you reach the main road from Niavaran to Lashgarak From here 
Tajrish starters can return by turning right; (a) and (b) should turn left, 
then right at the first main road towards Soltanatabad, where you take a 
right and left into the main road Then (a) take Farah and Roozevelt to 
Ferdowsi, and (b) take the turn to the Blue Mosque and Mirdamad. 


Except for mid-winter when the snow can be deep up here, this 
tour is feasible at any time of the year. If you combine it with walks up 
the valleys, then spring is the best season 


Tour 2— Zargandeh and Chizar 
(95% asphalt, 1%2 hours travelling) 


To many people who five in North Tehran, this tour may seem a 
little mundane. But behind the broad avenues of Pahlavi and the Old 
Shemiran Road, sophisticated Tehran is often only skin-deep. Engulfed 
within the sprawl, and yet retaining their identity, are several very Iranian 
old villages, of which this tour visits two of the most typical. 


This tour is a circular one, and could be started at any suitable point 
on the way round. It is assumed here that you will start at Tajrish Square (c) 
Starting from (a) or (b) follow Tour 1 up Pahlavi but keep going until you 
reach Tajrish. 


The route leaves the square by its least auspicious-looking exit, Kh. 
Maghsudbeyk, which heads down the hill from the west end of the square 
by the ice cream shop. After % km. or so you pass through the first little 
centre of old shops and houses, after which you should take a series of 
alternate left and right turns to emerge on the banks of the Tajrish “river’’ 
by the Turkish Embassy summer compound. 


Pol-e-Rumi, which literally means Roman bridge, goes off left to 
the Old Shemiran Road, but keep right into Boustan, until you reach a 
crossroads where most traffic turns right up Fereshteh. Here turn left 
past the summer quarters of the Russian Embassy and keep on turning 
left until you have descended into Kh. Latifi, the main street of Zargandeh 
village. 


Zargandeh is usually very crowded and slow going for a car — you 
will have plenty of time to see the place in action. Just after a group of 
shops on the left the road veers a little to the right; but you must take the 
first left turn and not ascend the hill ahead. This street teems with life, 
and it is with some surprise, and possibly relief too, that it later becomes 
Kh. Taraz, and emerges in Zafar, High Street of civilized Davoudieh. 


Now turn left, and left again at the Old Shemiran Road Fork right 
at the first narrow fork, and then go right into Kh. Yakhchal (i.e. Refri- 
gerator Street) and fork left into Amir Hekmat. A right turn into Dowlat 
brings you to Darrous. : 


This is familiar enough ground for many Tehran-dwellers, but it is 
a good example of the struggle between modern suburb and old village. 
Turn left at the lights by a pharmacy, and the road soon emerges into an 
open area with a bewildering assortment of roads forking off. The one 
you want is Kh. Chizar, the second road ahead from the left. This leads 
into another maze of left and right turns as you enter the village of Chizar. 


This is another surprising remnant of a rural-style village, with its 
low houses and tall trees behind. Yet all around is modern development, 
with a tennis club down one of its back alleys. As you emerge up from the 
village — where you may be unlucky enough to meet a bus — keep slightly 
left at the cross-roads and follow a wide road ahead to the next cross-roads, 
where you should go left into Gheytarieh, yet another old village. 


lf you turn left at the far end of this village instead of going down 
to the main road, you can follow an unmade-up road through new houses 
up to the top of a hill from which a very good view in all directions can 
be seen. The road keeps to the top of the ridge, until at a crossroads you 
should turn right down to the Old Shemiran Road (Kh. Soheil). A right 
turn takes you back to Tajrish. 


If you have time and can park, a walk down the Tajrish Bazaar is 
most interesting and surprisingly typical of any provincial Iranian city. 
The entrances are (1) at the south-east corner of Tajrish Square and (2) by 
the bus stops just to the left up from the top of the Old Shemiran Road. 


The only time to avoid for this trip is a weekend evening in summer. 
This is the time that large numbers of townsfolk congregate, to see what 
everyone else is doing, and of course to be seen themselves ! 


Tour 3 — The Deep South 
(100% asphalt, 2 hours travelling) 


No experience of living in Tehran is complete without a visit to 
some of the older southern parts of the city, which present a sharp contrast 
to the affluent north. If the last trip was an introduction to the style of 
Iranian villages, then this is a guide to what you may encounter in parts of 
some of the provincial towns you may visit later. 


The starting point is Ferdowsi Square, and cars from (b) and (c) 
should approach via Pahlavi, Vanak, Square and Television — Nader Shah. 
Head east along Shah Reza, and take the first right turn — this is Lalezar, 
Tehran’s answer to Soho. Fight your way down to the third set of lights, 
where you turn left into Istanbul. Then go straight ahead past the statue 
of a soldier and a civilian killing a dragon — this is one of a series of statues 
celebrating the 28th of Mordad, on which day Mosadegh was overthrown 
in 1953. 


The street broadens into Baharestan Square, where the building at the 
far end is the Majles (Parliament), scene of not a few incidents in Iran’s 
struggles for democracy — it was once bombarded on orders from the 
Ghajar Shah at the time. Just below it is the Sepahsalar Mosque, the most 
notable old building in Tehran. This is worth a visit if you have time. 


Turn to the right in front of the mosque, and continue downhill into 
Kh. Siroos (Cyrus). This skirts the east side of the main Tehran bazaar, and 
also on the right is the Ab Anbar, formerly a water cistern but now a rest- 
aurant and museum of popular Iranian culture. Next you pass a mosque 
with an interesting egg-shaped blue dome. Beyond here the road ceases 
to be much of a main street, and the main traffic is hand-carts piled high 
with vegetables. But patience will be rewarded and you will emerge at 
busy Shush Square. 


The Ray road is straight on, but you must take the road next to the 
right round a one-way system. Take this road as far as a crossroads where 
there is a large park on the right, and then turn right. The park has a lake 
and has an old aeroplane incongruously parked in it, but it is so new that 
so far the trees are less noticeable than the fancy lamp posts. 


Beyond the park the wide street passes through industrial quarters, 
and crosses both the railway and the Aramgah (Mausoleum) Road which 
leads to Ray and Ghom. At the next roundabout fork to the right, which 
takes you to the railway bridge by the station. Cross the bridge and keep 
right until you arrive at Rah Ahan (Railway) Square. Here it is worth 
stopping to have a look round the station if you can park in the little 
area on the right. 


The Trans-lranian railway was one of Reza Shah’‘s great achievements, 
and the statue in the square shows him on horseback. Much of the know- 


how for building the railway came from Germany, and the swastika design 
can still be seen on the ceiling of the main hall inside. On the floor below 
are travellers and nor.-travellers alike, spreading themselves like at home and 
maybe having their lunch. The train departure board, on the right as you 
go in, shows rather less activity — departures are per day rather than 
per hour. 


In case you still feel like more exploring of the grubbier areas of 
South Tehran, continue on from Rah Ahan Square by taking the north- 
west exit (Kh. Sheshom-e-Bahman). Take the first main left turn, follow- 
ing a One-way system; but take the first right turn up a narrow street. 
Cross the first road, but go left at the second. This is Kh. Robat Karim, 
the original start to the Saveh Road before it was cut off by the railway. 
Just before you reach the dead end, turn right along an extraordinary dingy 
winding street which follows an old watercourse in and out a succession 
of tumble-down warehouses. Eventually you must turn right along another 
one-way system to emerge at Kh. Shir-o-Khorshid, which is the continua- 
tion of the main heavy lorry route across South Tehran. 


Join the lorries for a while by turning left. Soon Kh. Ghazvin joins 
from the right and you find yourself surrounded by lorries in all directions. 
Choose your moment to take the next left turn down Kh. Ghaleh Morghi, 
which leads to the airfield of that name. The squalor of this road is mitigated 
by its fir trees, but the most notable sight is that of the crowds of people 
who seem to prefer walking along the railway tracks than along what one 
would suppose to be the much safer pavements. 


The airfield, which is now used as a flying school, is the one you can 
see below you as you are coming in to land at Mehrabad. At the gates turn 
left, and follow the road back to the station bridge. On the right just 
before is Javadieh, where as recently as 1973 orange taxis were unheard of 
and horse-drawn droshkies plied for trade. Sadly that is all gone, and it is 
time to complete your tour. 


Cross the bridge and turn right for Rah Ahan Square again. From 
here (a) cars can return to Ferdowsi via Pahlavi (Amiriyeh) and Shah Reza. 
(b) and (c) drivers should return via Sheshom-e-Bahman (passing the 
Shekoufeh Now nightclub and the red-light district on the left), Amirabad 
and the Vanak Parkway. 


The traffic down south is almost always thick, but the temperature 
is more tolerable in the cooler months, which are the best time for this tour. 


CHAPTER 2 
Half-Day Trips in the Tehran Environs 


Tour 4 — Evin, Darakeh and Mekanir 
(85% asphalt, 1% hours travelling) 


Without ever leaving the city more than a mile or two behind, this 
short and easy tour offers a mixture of village, mountain valley, wide view 
and incipient urban sprawl, as well as a starting point for picnics and walks. 


The starting point is the Evin Motel, at a crossroads on the Vanak 
Parkway. (a) traffic should head for Vanak by the usual route, then (b) 
and (a) together head up Kh. Vanak, the north west exit from Vanak 
Square, past the open air cinema. Before entering the still semi rural Vanak 
village (notable for its orchards and its school for young ladies), fork right 
by a shop and follow the super highway past the golf course up to the motel. 
(c) traffic should take Pahlavi and turn right along the Parkway to the motel. 


Go north from the motel, continuing the road from Vanak, and keep 
forking right into Evin village, where a steep rise brings you to the village 
centre. Continuing to the other end over a poor road you come to a junc- 
tion above which looms the impressive campus of the National University 
of Iran, a curious neighbour to the old village below. 


Turning very sharp left below the university takes you through a 
shoulder of mountain round to the right into a fine mountain valley, at the 
end of which is the village of Darakeh, site of yet another educational 
establishment, the Parthian School. The village carpark is just beyond 
the bridge, and from here you can take picnic things by foot up the valley 
to the Haft Howz (Seven Pools), a delightful spot especially in early summer. 


Returning from Darakeh an interesting circular tour can be made 
by following the narrow road which turns off just below the carpark. 
The surface is poor for a while but the road follows the leafy valley until 
it crosses a bridge and emerges in Evin again. Turn right and immediately 
right again down a very steep hill across the valley. Here on the right are 
Shaki’s Riding Stables where lively horses are available for the equestrian 
minded. Follow the road up the hill beyond until you reach a large new 
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building on the left. Straight on goes to Farahzad (Tour 5), but this 
tour turns left into a great new suburb of the future, Mekanir. 


Possibly because of its exposed site the building rush has so far 
ignored this planned and well laid out area. However it boasts a hospital, 
a bowling alley, curving roads with weeping willows and very fancy 
lamp posts. Follow the wide main street down the hill and on past 
a roundabout. 


At the bottom is a crossroads by some blue gates with an ironwork 
picture of dancers. Turn left here and follow the road back to the Vanak 
Parkway just below the village. To return (c) traffic must do a U turn 
to head up the Parkway, and (b) and (a) should turn left at the next lights 
downhill back to Vanak Square. 


This tour is practicable at most times except after heavy snow, 
but the short cut back from Darakeh may also be difficult after rain or 
a heavy thaw. 


Tour 5 — Farahzad 
(75% asphalt, 2% hours travelling) 


At the time of writing Farahzad is an elusive village only 15 km. or 
so north west of central Tehran which, if you can find your way there, 
can make you feel completely outside the influence of the city. How long 
this will remain so is another question. 


The road starting in Amirabad named Kh. Farahzad does not 
currently have any access on to or across the Freeway, so the preferable 
starting point is on the Vanak Parkway behind Vanak Village by a sign 
marked “Iran Centre for Management Studies’’ (a) and (b) traffic, app- 
roaching the Parkway along Molla Sadra west from Vanak, must turn 
right up the Parkway then do a U turn. (c) traffic simply turns right into 
the Parkway from Pahlavi. The road you want then turns right steeply 
down a dip and up.the other side, the entrance to the college being on 
the left. 


Pass the Mekanir turn (Tour 4) and continue till the next crossroads, 
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where you should turn right. (Interesting excursions can be made down 
to the left or straight on, where another new suburb is being laid out; 
with luck you can reach the Farahzad turn on the freeway near the big 
bend). Further up the road an unasphalted track forks off right back 
towards Evin and later another track from Evin joins the road. At this 
point a No Entryy sign on the metalled road may force you to fork right 
up towards an avenue of trees along a stony track. If so then this is the 
way to go — if not it is the preferable route anyhow if you don’t mind 
a short rough stretch. However, do not go to the trees; fork left well 
before until you arrive at the top end of a village — which is Farahzad. 


From here you can keep right to join a track leading up-valley from 
the village and eventually up some Zig-zags. Wherever you decide to leave 
the car there are good walks from here and good places for off the road 
picnics. 


From the top of the village the turn left downhill takes you through 
the village — which on Friday mornings is filled with a bustling market with 
excellent local fruit in season — down to a carpark and bus terminus. It is 
worth leaving the car and walking round the village, where the tiers of 
houses on the slope of the hill and the maze of alleys to the left as you go 
back up the street are fascinating. You are bound to get stared and giggled 
at here but a friendly approach' (not to the ladies !) will ensure you a 
welcome. Best buy in the market is Shahtut (red mulberries) in June. 


The road downhill from the carpark returns to the road from Vanak, 
but if you are prepared for a little more unmetalled road take the second 
track to the right over a little bridge and right again. Cross a little ford and 
then swing left where some broad curves lead you down into the deep 
valley of the Farahzad River (which gets quite impressive further down). 
From the bridge one can reach more possible picnic sites. Up the other 
side brings you finally to a junction on the brow of a hill with a fine view 
southwards. Continuing straight on from here leads to a network cf 
“natural surface’ roads which can make for some good exploring in 
what is ((pace Sahab) an uncharted area; with luck you could reach the 
Kan-Suleghan Road (Tour 6). 


Turning left downhill you soon regain asphalt by the village of 


Pownak, after which you enter another area of impressive roundabouts and 
straight streets without houses. If you take one of these roads to the right 
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the expensive walls, fancy stone gateways, and sometimes metalled streets 
with pavements, seem even more ridiculous as the terrain becomes more 
desert like. Take a left turn and you should find your way to the top of 
another village, Bagh-e-Feyz, through which you can creep carefully, fork- 
ing left to regain the asphalted road by a Coca-Cola kiosk. 


Turning right downhill the Shahyad Monument is straight ahead, 
and soon you come to the very large Kan Road roundabout. Keep going 
beyond towards the monument and when under the Freeway turn left 
on to it. (a) traffic can then return by turning right before the flyover 
then along Taj Avenue and through back streets to Shah Reza. (b) and (c) 
keep going up the Freeway, (b) keeping going to the end (left turn for 
Vanak Square), and (c) descending to the Vanak Parkway and turning left. 


Due to the number of unreliable roads this tour is best done between 
May and December. It can be an excellent escape from the heat of the 
summer. : 


Tour 6 — Kan, Suleghan and Sangan 
(100% asphalt, 3 hours travelling) 


This tour is the best short car excursion for seeing the Alborz 
Mountains. Yet because the road doesn’t really go anywhere it is com- 
paratively neglected, unknown to many Tehran awellers, and of course 
unmapped. 


The starting point is the Kan Road roundabout. Instructions for 
getting there are the reverse of the return instructions for Tour 5, but to 
clarify the issue the roundabout is not far to the north (uphill) from the 
Shahyad Square interchange of the Karaj Freeway; the name of the road 
crossing it is the Mohammad Ali Jinnah Expressway. 


At the roundabout you leave along a wide dual carriageway in a 
W.N.W. direction — this is the Kan Road (alias the Kamal Ataturk 
Expressway). Some miles along you will come to the beginning of the 
inappropriately named Ziba Shahr (Beautiful City), a complex of multi- 
storey housing blocks. Keep this.on your right till you come to a bus 
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terminus. The track leads straight on into the maze-like fruit growing 
village of Kan, interesting for a walk but not recommended for:touring by 
Paykan. You should turn right uphill past the end of the flats until you 
reach a junction where three roads fork left uphill at varying angles: your 
road is the middle one. . 


Skirting Kan village on your left — it can be a pleasant sight in blossom 
time — keep going as the road clears the brow of a hill, descends to a 
bridge, and enters a spectacular gorge with good Iranian style  picnicing. 
As the road climbs on there are waterfalls up to the left and then a narrow 
valley entrance by an isolated rock with a chaikhaneh. Here you could 
park and hire donkeys or walk up this valley which leads to the village of 
Keshar and is full of good picnicing spots. 


Keeping to the road you pass through a tunnel and arrive at the 
top of Suleghan, an impressively situated village with many orchards 
filling the valley below. Blossom time (April - May) is quite breathtaking, 
with the white apple blossom mingled with the pinks and purples of 
other fruit. 


There is still more to come, as the road continues. Another fork 
in the valley to the right offers more walks and picnic spots on the path 
to Randan, but to reach the path to this valley you must cross the river 
below Suleghan and go left. The road, however, bends left here and by 
dint of a couple of hairpins skirts a spectacular canyon on your left. As 
the road levels out and swings to the right good views of high mountains 
appear as you approach the village of Sangan, where the road stops. 


After making allies of the small boys you can leave the car and 
walk through the village, which is again a mainly apple growing centre. 
There is an Emamzadeh on the hill at the far side, but for the real walking 
enthusiasts there is the challenge of the walk over to the Karaj Dam. 
Picnicing is not as suitable near the village so it is best to picnic further 
down or in one of the side valleys. 


The recommended return is exactly the same as the outward route, 
but if a driver is sporting and the children still happy you can take a short 


(only in distance) cut to the northern suburbs. 


For this return along the outward route until you reach a crossroads 
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opposite the village of Kan down on the right. This is the first crossroads 
you come to. Turn left, which is asphalted, and then keep left at the three- 
way junction at the top. Turn right along a track just before an electricity 
switching station on the right; this track follows the power lines and soon 
dips into a dry river bed. After climbing out take a turn to the left along 
the first track you see, and follow this track for some miles until, hope- 
fully, you reach the junction above Pownak on the Farahzad route 
(Tour 5). Keep straight on across the valley towards Farahzad and 
keep right until you meet the Vanak Road. Then you can follow this 
or fork left to Evin for Tajrish. 


Because of avalanches and landslides this trip is a bit dodgy in the 
snowy season (December — March). The return via Farahzad should not 
be attempted before April. The best times are May (for the blossom), June 
(for the fresh green) and November (for the autumn colours). 


Tour 7 — Firuz Bahram and Goldasteh 
(75% asphalt, 3 hours travelling) 


The west side of Tehran is very variable; descending from the 
mountains you pass through a number of belts — stony waste, factories, 
farmland and brickworks. This tour explores al! these and finds some 
out-of-the-way corners. 


The tour starts exactly as in Tour 6 — take the Kan Road as far as 
the bus terminus at Ziba Shahr. Then turn left down a wide road to a 
roundabout where you go right along more good road across the impressive 
canyon of the Kan river. The road finishes at a T -junction near the 
Aryamehr stadium and sports complex. By turning right here you can head 
uphill to the Olympic village beyond which adventurous souls could 
probably blaze a trail through to the Suleghan Road (Tour 6). However, 
the tour goes left, skirting the stadium and overpassing the Freeway, to 
join the New Karaj Road by the Mina Glass factory. Turning right for 
a short distance, you then turn left by a yellow crane at a sign pointing 
to the Old Karaj Road; and beware of heavy and fast lorries ! 


The route then meets the Old Karaj Road where you turn left 
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under the noses of more heavy lorries for a short distance till you pass the 
Vitana biscuit factory. Here turn right over a level crossing until you 
reach a cross-roads by a cafe. Ignore the more promising alternatives and 
turn right along a gravel road, again as far as a cross roads which can be 
identified by a post with the number 33 written on it in red paint. 


From here a right turn followed by a left turn before a little bridge 
brings you to Nowruzabad, a large and weli-appointed riding stables in 
pleasant tree-clad grounds. In contrast to the north is an array of ugly 
looking factories across a desolate wasteland. 


The tour continues by taking the left turn, i.e. opposite the road 
from Nowruzabad, at the ‘33’ post. This gravel track leads first between 
orchards, then through fields and round to the right to a bridge by a stream. 
Here turn left down a gorgeous avenue of trees which could make a pleasant 
picnic spot. At the far end of the avenue is a large tree — turn right here 
and on your right is the walled village of Firuz Bahram. 


This village is typical of many in the Tehran plain — in layout it is 
similar to a caravanserai or an Oxbridge college. The entrance to Firuz 
Bahram is on the right half way along the wall and, given a suitably modest 
approach, no objection will be raised if you walk inside for a quick look. 


Continuing past the gate alongside the wall, you reach the round 
bastion at the far corner of the village. Here you should turn left. The next 
2 or 3 km. are a curious combination of a wide tree-lined highway wiih an 
atrocious dirt surface — this stretch must be taken very carefully, especially 
the extremely narrow jube covers. 


This soon ends, and you enter another village with a walled section 
on the right and a filthy stream on the left. This is Goldasteh, which is a 
more substantial village which attracts a sizeable crowd on Friday mornings 
for its street market — probably on account of availability of fresh meat. 


At the large and complicated junction at the village centre, take the 
turn 90 degrees to the left, which is asphalted and lined with trees. Then 
follow the asphalt round to the right, over a level crossing and into a grubby 
village where you encounter the main Saveh Road. 


The Saveh Road must take the prize for the most ugly of a number of 
ugly roads leading out of the south of Tehran. The remaining impression 
is one of a succession of untidy brickworks scattered randomly on either 
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side of the road. The road itself is littered with half-abandoned old villages 
and dirty roadside buildings. 


Only two items of interest alleviate the horror. Shortly after turning 
left along the road a small bridge leads over the quite impressive canyon 
which contains the remains of the Kan river. Later, defying all geographical 
sense, the road no longer follows the railway by Ghaleh Morghi into 
Tehran, but swings left under the tracks through an extraordinary area of 
enormously y high mud walls. Those on the left are particularly impressive. 
The reputed purpose is not defensive, but for storing ice from the 
mountains in the summer, in the cool shadows north of the walls. 


Driving under another railway and keeping right you join Kh. 
Ghazvin. Forking left at the big junction (b) and (c) can then return by 
turning left up Sheshom-e-Bahman as in Tour 2. (a) continue to Pahlavi 
as in Tour 2. 


This tour is possible at most times of the year, but is governed by 
the state of the dirt road. At least 2 weeks without rain or snow must pass 
before you should consider taking it. Summer months are best for the 
trees, but it can get rather hot, and September or October are perhaps best of 
all. 


Tour 8 — Cheshmeh Shahi 
(60% asphalt, 2% hours travelling) 


The big surprise to anyone who thinks that anything south of 
Tehran is an arid desert is that much of the area round Ray is quite highly 
developed farmland dotted by a host of small villages, the names of which 
seem to be quite indeterminate, varying not only from map to map, but 
also from one local informant to another. 


The name of Cheshmeh Shahi for the most notable village on the route 
was given us by a charming young lady from that village, so we shall assume 
it to be correct. 


This trip is particularly to be recommended for those interested in 
nature as a good variety of flora and fauna can be seen en route. The start- 
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ing point is the Saveh Road, for which the joining instructions are the 
reverse of the return of Tour 7. In short, you must go down the southern 
end of Pahlavi or Sheshom Bahman until you meet the Kh. Ghazvin, where 
you turn right. The Saveh road is the 2nd. left fork off this road at a small 
roundabout. Don’t fork left too soon or you will find yourself in the 
middle of the crowded street market (Kh. Amin-ol-Molk). Follow the 
lorries down left under the first railway and beyond the second railway. 


From the Saveh Road there are a number of tracks to the south 
(left) towards the village called Moradabad (e-Sepahpur). After the second 
railway the road bends to the right; at the end of the houses a road goes 
off to the left, signposted to Sepahpur Farm. Follow this and you will 
experience the rare sight of a proper signpost, where you keep to the right. 
On the left is the village of Ghaleh Morteza Kord, and you keep on to the 
right until you can see the trees and walls of Moradabad ahead. 


The other tracks turn left after an old mound opposite a cardboard 
factory, and opposite the B.F. Goodrich depot respectively. The first is 
muddy at first as far as a village then improves, and the second is passable 
to start with but deteriorates further on. Both routes pass under double 
power lines and meet the first route near the village walls. 


On reaching the village you pass the entrance of what seems to be 
a sort of manor house. There is a poor track to the left through the walls, 
but it is better to continue for a bit to the next gap and then swing back 
to the left to rejoin the direct route, where you turn right along a gravel 
road with a wall on the left and, on the right, trees with a field behind. 


The road onwards from here passes through a pleasant tract of farmland, 
with arable land, orchards, cow byres and quite a variety of birds and 
trees. In summer hoopoes are much in evidence. 


The road crosses two small fords and cross roads, before descending 
a slope by a cowhouse. Keeping left along a rather rough dirt surface, you 
pass through a pleasant area where there are good spots for picnicing under 
trees by the roadside. Beyond, the road swings round more to the left 
through some rough land then right towards a small but impressive isolated 
walled village which is Cheshmeh Shahi. The best place to park is to the 
right of the walls and just beyond, where two tree lined avenues fork off 
ahead by a jube. 


Return on foot to the gate for a look round the inside of the village. 
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The gateway is strong and the walls high with a fancy saw pattern on top — 
all for defence against thieves. However, only about 80 people live here 
now, and most of these are out for most of the day — the children walk 
to schools in nearby villages, the adults work in the fields and orchards. 
The well inside the village is no longer usable and water has to be fetched 
from a spring some hundreds of yards away. Washing is, of course, done in 
the jube near the parking spot. 


Take the left forking avenue along a reaonsable gravel road, which 
continues past more villages until it reaches the main Ghom road not far 
short of the oil refinery. Turn left here and continue till a fork by a petrol 
station just short of a railway bridge. Fork left at this point and keep 
straight on until you join the Aramgah Road back to Tehran. 


Cross the railway bridge and Kh. Shush into Khaniabad. At the 
end turn left at the T-junction into Mowlavi. (a) traffic can return by 
taking the first right turn up Shahpur which turns into Hafez.(b) and (c) 
take the third right turn up Sheshome Bahman and continue home as in Tour 
oa 


As with Tour 7 this tour requires a dry spell because of the dirt 
stretches. However, early summer is rather better than late summer here 
because the vegetation and bird life is better. June or July are suggested 
as the best months. 


Tour 9 — Ray 
(95% asphalt, 2 hours travelling) 


The rise of the city of Tehran is usually attributed to the des- 
truction of Ray by the Mongols in about 1220 AD, but the efforts of 
Genghiz Khan’s hordes pale into insignificance compared with the environ- 
mental savagery of modern industry led by the hideous cement works. 


Nevertheless, Ray contains more interesting spots than Tehran, and, 
in fact, enjoys an excellent site, protected by its rocky ridges on one side 
and watered by a sizeable stream carrying most of the water from north 
and east Tehran and which supports areas of market gardening around 
the city. 


Old Ray used to have a town wall, traces of which can be seen on 
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and around the small rocky ridges in the cement factory direction, but the 
place is now very. incoherent and the points of interest are scattered 
inconveniently ' around. 


The first place to aim for is the mausoleum car park. Find your 
way down to Kh. Shush in South Tehran and then turn up over the 
railway bridge on Kh. Aramgah. Keep going until a road forks left towards 
the modern mauseolum (Aramgah) of Reza Shah. On reaching the traffic 
lights turn left then immediately right to reach the car park. 


The mausoleum is sometimes open to visitors, and ladies require 
headscarves. The gardens and gates are quite impressive but the eye 
wanders beyond to the striking gold dome of the shrine of Abdol Azim. 
This is one of the holy places of Shi'ite Islam and is not a place for non- 
Moslems. It attracts large crowds of pilgrims from Tehran on Fridays, but 
with a little discretion you can approach near enough to get a good view 
of the buildings. 


Continue the tour by leaving the car park and turning right at the 
main road. This road swings round to the right to a roundabout with the 
Shah's statue, where to the right starts the bazaar area of Ray. Turn left 
here along the old road to Tehran, passing on the right hand side an old 
engine from Iran’s first railway (Tehran to Ray). Just before crossing 
over a railway bridge you turn right along the road to the cement works. 
As you approach the works there is a complicated junction by the stream. 
For a good overall view of Ray cross the stream and keep to the right, 
following a road to another factory. 


Here park the car, and crossing a series of jubes, head up the 
rocky ridge to the left. A short scramble up the rocks takes you to a good 
vantage point — but be careful of the precipice at the far end. 


From here you can see all the buildings of Ray and also trace part 
of the walls. The most striking part is to the west where hundreds of carpets 
are laid out to dry after cleaning. This is your next objective, and to 
get to it return to the junction by the cement factory and, crossing the 
stream, take the road to the left that runs alongside it (Kh. Ebne Baviyeh). 
Then take the first metalled street to the right and follow it to its end by 
the famous Cheshmeh Ali spring, scene of the carpet washing industry.. 
With luck you will see some of the work in progress with washed carpets 
laid out on the rock behind. The carvings on the rock are not all that old, 
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dating from Fath Ali Shah Ghajar (early 19th century) — but are believed 
to be carved over some previous Sassanian reliefs. If you walk up the path 
to the right of the spring you can climb to the top of the rock where you 
can see good traces of the old town walls. On the far side of the path is 
the site of a Parthian settlement (i.e. before 200 AD). 


Return to Ebne Baviyeh and turn right for a short distance as far as 
a road junction where Kh. Toghrol goes off to the left. Park here again 
and walk down Toghrol past a public bath until you reach the Toghrol 
tower, in a garden just beyond a waste patch. Entrance by ticket is 5 rials, 
but the tower is quite impressive in both dimensions and style. It has lost 
its conical roof, but the brickwork of the fluted outside is in good 
condition. It is a 12th century tomb tower, and follows a popular Iranian 
style which can be seen elsewhere at Gonbad-e-Ghabus, Varamin and 
Bastam (near Shahrud). 


The name is most likely a misnomer, as Toghrol was the first 
Seljuk ruler who invaded Iran in about 1030 AD, a hundred years or so 
before the tower was built. 


Continuing the tour, head south and follow a narrow street until 
you reach the Varamin Road, a poor apology for a main street. Turn left 
and continue as far as a junction with a sign to the Razi Clinic. Go left 
here along a road which skirts the main Ray ridge on its south side. Up to 
the left on the hillside is the tomb of Bibi Shahrbanu, which may be worth 
a visit — if you can find the way ! 


Towards the far end of the road more cement factories appear on 
the right — equally ugly as the one in Ray but at least more discreetly 
sited. The road finishes at a T-junction on the old Khorasan Road, where 
you should turn left over the pass and down into Tehran. Beyond the main 
road a track can be followed to another old tower, the so-called Prison of 
Harun-al-Rashid. 


To return, follow the main road all the way, beyond a roundabout 
(Darvazeh Khorasan) as far as some traffic lights where you must turn 
left or right (Kh. Ray). Go right and soon left into Mowlavi. Turn right 
up Khayyam (a) or Sheshome Bahman (b) and (c) to return home. 


This is a good trip for the cooler season — December or February 
to April are probably best. 
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Tour 10 — The Lashgarak Circular 
(100% asphalt, 2 hours travelling) 


This tour makes a short and easy circular visit to the hills to the east 
of Tehran, the so-called Latian Ridge. This separates the Tehran Basin 
from the valley of the Jaje Rud, the sizeable river which flows from 
Shemshak down towards Varamin and the Salt Desert. 


The starting point is the International Hotel in the Old Shemiran 
Road. To get there (a) should follow Shahreza to the east then turn up 
left following the Bahar — Farah route. (b) should take Mirdamad to the 
Old Shemiran Road and then turn right. (c) should simply descend the Old 
Shemiran Road. 


From the International take the wide dual carriage way off to the 
east, and known variously as Sayed Khandan, Chehel-o-panj metri, Dariushe 
Bozorg or Narmak. The first name will be used in this book. Follow it 
all the way, through the suburb of Narmak and on to Tehran Pars. At 
the end turn right down to the main Ab Ali road (Kh. Damavand) where 
you turn left. (From Ferdowsi you could alternatively reach this point 
by the more direct but crowded route via the Shahnaz Square underpass). 


Heading on up the Ab Ali road past many factories you take the 
second left fork which has kilometre signs to Lashgarak. This road follows 
a rather desolate dry river valley past a rubbish dump on the left and two 
tiny almost deserted villages, Talow Pain and Talow Bala, on the right. 
The roadisoon heads up left and over the ridge, from where there are 
good views to the east. 


The descent is rather long and tortuous and just beyond a shooting 
range on the left a road forks off right down towards an iron bridge over 
the Jaje Rud river. Hereabouts you can probably find a reasonable picnic spot. 


To continue the tour take the left fork at the rifle range, or cut back 
left along the road at the bottom. The two routes join by the Lashgarak 
army camp. At the end of the camp take the left fork uphill which joins 
the Shemshak road. You now ascend the ins and outs of the Ghuchak 
Pass, which at times can be an alarming experience because of the crazy 
descending traffic. It is not unknown for the occasional car to plunge over 
the edge. 
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At the top of the pass the main road keeps right and can be followed 
back to Saltanatabad or Niavaran. However, if you have time, the left turn 
is recommended for an exhilarating switchback descent with good views. 
Turning right at the bottom, then left at a large roundabout brings you 
back into the main street of Tehran Pars. A right turn at a sign to She- 
miran takes you back to Sayed Khandan and the International Hotel. 


This route is a good one almost throughout the year, and if summer 
is recommended as the best time to go it is because summer is usually the 
best time of year in the area anyhow. 
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CHAPTER 3 


Easy Day Trips With Picnic Lunch 


Tour 11 — Off the Chalus Road 
(90% asphalt, 5-6 hours travelling) 


The road leading north from Karaj towards the Caspian is, without 
doubt, the most exciting mountain route across the Alborz. Such excite- 
ment includes high mountains, steep cliffs and gorges, impressive geological 
formations, the Karaj dam and lake, the bends on the road and, last but not 
least, the driving of the other road users. 


While a simple trip along the main road is perfectly suitable, there 
are a number of side turns along tributary valleys which provide the best 
picnic sites. This tour could, therefore, be repeated, simply changing the 
valley chosen for a lunch break. 


.The basic route is well-known, but to make sure (a) should go west 
along Shahreza and Eisenhower, then turn right up to the Freeway and 
join it going left; (b) take the Freeway exit from Vanak Square and turn 
right at the beginning of the Freeway; (c) take Pahlavi, turn right at the 
Parkway then take thespur right up to the Freeway. “Freeway” is of 
course a misnomer as the toll (when you join at Shahyad) is 10 rials. 


Leave the Freeway at the Karaj signpost and crawl along over the 
river into the town. Turn right at the roundabout after the bridge for 
the Chalus road. 


Between Karaj and the dam the road follows a pleasant wooded 
gorge for the most part. There is one tributary valley from this section, 
which is marked to Kondor, a village up and to the right. The road is 
well-engineered, and the valley green and good for picnicing. 


Further up the valley opens out a little as one approaches the 
settlement below the dam. WHereabouts are two roads heading right up the 
hillside. The first goes to Arangeh; the second, at the entrance to the 
settlement, goes to Khor which is in fact higher up the same valley as 
Arangeh, where new ski slopes are being developed. Once again the 
scenery is excellent and the area little frequented. 
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On the main road the hairpins and tunnels start and there are views 
of the dam and the lake. There are plenty of laybys here but it is not all 
that good for picnicing. Not far above the dam is a left turn signposted 
to Karaj Mine, which leads to yet another pleasant valley. 


Beyond here the valley is gentler for a while but as it swings round 
to the left there are more gorges with impressive strata. Just past a bridge 
at a place called Doab (2 waters) there is a valley to the right and a track 
leading up it signposted to Shahrestanak, a village situated below the 
northern slopes of Tehran’s own mountain, Towchal. This area too ts 
earmarked for development as a ski resort. 


Above this turn traces of industry appear in the valley — there are 
some coal-mining villages and then comes Gachsar, which boasts a reason- 
able hotel (just below the road on the left), which is a good centre for a 
walking holiday in the neighbourhood. 


Just above Gachsar is another side valley to the right — on this 
occasion with an asphalted road. A\little way up it the deep valley forks; 
a track follows the left valley (the Varangerud) and the asphalt follows the 
right valley to the largish coalmining village of Gajereh, just beyond which 
is the impressive ski resort and hotel of Dezin. 


Without too much strain the tour can be stretched a little further, 
by following the main road up the zigzags to the Kandovan tunnel, which 
is the highest point on the Chalus Road. The tunnel is one-way and 
controlled by traffic lights, which can mean long delays if the road is busy. 


The Caspian side of the pass soon shows some differences from the 
Tehran side — especially in the more abundant vegetation. Winding 
carefully down the valley the view from just above the first village is 
superb — mountain slopes with a green tinge and snow-capped mountains 
behind. 


This tour turns back at the first village and returns home by the 
same route. 


There are definite times and seasons to avoid on this route. The 
winter, right up to the end of the ski season is not recommended, nor are 
the summer holiday months of July, August and September. Any Friday 
tends to be busy, and other days are preferable if you can manage it. 
On the whole the best months are probably May, November and early 
December. 
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Tour 12 — Robat Karim 
(90% asphalt, 4 hours travelling) 


Robat Karim represents the first overnight stop on the old caravan 
route west from Ray towards Hamadan and Baghdad, and it has two fine 
Caravanserais, one in the village and another a few kilometres to the west, 
which are worth a visit. The village is also the centre for the fertile Shahriar 
plain, the source of the agricultural prosperity of the Ray and Tehran 
region for hundreds of years. 


The normal route starts along the Saveh Road (for directions see 
Tour 8), along which Robat Karim appears at last after about 35 km. of 
drab ribbon development. Positive confirmation that you have arrived 
is provided by a petrol station with fancy tilework on the left of the road 
near the start of the built-up area. 


However, there is an alternative route to this point, longer but 
easier and sometimes quicker. Starting at the Shahyad Monument you 
go west along the New Karaj Road as far as the yellow crane on the left 
as in Tour 7. At the Old Karaj Road turn right for a few kms. before 
forking left at a sign marked Parandak Range, by a military depot. The 
road crosses the railway and passes through a village with an appalling road 
surface (Saeedabad) Some kiiometres further on you reach a signposted 
crossroads near the small town of Ali Shah Evaz; here the road goes 
straight across, bending slightly to the left and continues as a fine open 
country road passing small villages until it crosses the other railway and 
enters Robat Karim just beyond the petrol station. 


The area along the main road is, in fact, only the new part of 
Robat Karim. The old village is off to the left, and you get there by 
turning down an asphalted lane beside the petrol station. After winding 
through a few orchards you enter the busy village. Keep going through 
the centre until you reach the forecourt of the caravanserai just off 
to the left, and park nearby. 


Although this brick-built caravanserai is rather miserably neglected 
it is in a pretty good state of preservation, and some good brick-work can 
be seen. You can climb up to the roof by a staircase near the entrance, 
which is staggered, presumably for defence. At the far end is a sort of 
balcony which is possibly for religious use. The little corner towers provide 
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a look-out facility of doubtful use. The view over the roofs of the village 
and the orchards beyond is however most interesting. 


Continuing by car through the village you pass the mosque and later 
come to a small bridge. Crossing it and forking left towards a long wall, 
you can visit another interesting walled village named Bazarak, whose 
entrance gate is round the corner at the left-hand end of the wall The 
village has a small well and boasts a house with electricity — meter and all! 


You can return to the main road near a. checkpoint either by 
continuing round the far side of the village and keeping right or by 
returning to the bridge and turning left. On the far side of the main road 
an asphalted turn goes off north over a railway bridge — there are isolated 
but unshaded possible lunch spots along here. 


Continuing along the main road from Tehran you cross a rather 
desolate tract of moorland across which the low profile of the second 
Caravanserai looms up ahead. The carvanserai stands on the far side of 
the railway line on the right, and you can park in a lay-by opposite a 
little transport chaikhaneh. 


Cross the railway either by walking a bit to the left near a line- 
keeper’s hut, or by burrowing under a culvert; the embankment itself is 
quite steep. The caravanserai is strongly built in stone, with an impressive 
doorway, and is probably somewhat older than the one in the village. 
Inside the pattern is not regular like the other one — but the four domed 
rooms in the corners and the central edifice which used to cover the well 
are original. The rest has been rather cannibalised by nomadic shepherds 
from the Alborz who use it as a Gheshlagh or winter camp. The intrepid 
can scramble up to the top of the walls and the doorway. 


Lunch can be taken near the caravanserai, or you can drive on a 
little further down into a broad valley where there are few trees but a 
pleasant stream and an old bridge. 


On the return a slight diversion is possible. Take the left turn off 
the main road in Robat Karim signposted to Ali Shah Evaz and continue 
to the signposted crossroads. Here turn left into the pleasant, quiet town, 
and-then take a left turn into Kh. Pahlavi, signposted to Malard. After a 
few kilometres a right turn through this village leads to a road to Karaj 
from which you can turn right for the motorway back to Tehran. 
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This trip is an all-year one; the cooler months are probably better 
than summer because of the heat and lack of shade. The visits to Bazarak 
and the caravanserais can be a little muddy after rain — but not impossible. 


Tour 13 — Varamin 
(95% asphalt, 3 hours travelling) 


Like Tehran, Varamin grew important after the destruction of Ray, 
but because of earthquakes has never really matched the growth of its 
northern neighbour. Nowadays it is just a smallish town in irrigated lands 
S.E. of Ray, with one or two reminders of its former glories. 


The Varamin Road turns off the old Tehran-Ray road not far north 
of the Shah’s statue, and is signposted. You can either get there by following 
Tour 9 instructions along the Aramgah Road and then turning left back to 
the Shah’s statue and then left again; or from the railway station by going 
east along Kh. Shush and turning right at Shush Square round the one-way 
system and on to the old Ray Road. 


Follow the road, which improves a little, out into the open country. 
Just to the right of the village of Ghaleh Now is an interesting looking 
mound which you can drive to by means of a reasonable track, parking at 
the bottom of the hill or the end of the road that ascends the right hand 
side of it. 


This is Tappeh Mil, and the building on the top is the restored 
remains of the late Sassanian (600 AD) fire temple. !t is worth seeing for 
its solid construction and for the interesting tunnel that runs underneath 
the length of the building. Late starters could picnic here, although like 
all deserted monuments rcund Tehran the place is a haunt of card players 
and smokers who will probably offer you a different sort of trip ! 


Continuing on the main road you may be fortunate enough to see 
some camels grazing or in trains, before you cross over the railway bridge 
as you enter Varamin. 


The centre of Vdramin is a busy crossroads with a roundabout, on 
the right of which is the impressive Mongol tomb-tower of Ala’eddin, 
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now restored. This has the same fluted exterior as the Ray tower but with 
its conical roof it has a lighter and more vertical look about it. 


The street to the right in front of the tower leads to the Masjed-e- 
Jomeh, a large and interesting mosque built in the early 1300’s under 
the Mongols. Unfortunately, it needs a lot of repair, but this is now in 
hand by the Government who charge a small entrance fee. 


The best features of this mosque are the high dome which covers 
the stucco Mehrab (focal point for prayers) and the stucco frieze of 
written characters including the date (710 A.H); and outside the high 
Ivan (porch) and blue tile and brick patterns, and the restored solid- 
looking arcades. From the roof of the arcade there are good views around, 
particularly of the collection of small emamzadeh (tombs) dotted round about. 


Returning to the tower and turning right takes you along the main 
street and out to the east. After crossing the railway you head for another 
village by a hill which has a prominent blue dome. This is Pishva, a busy 
place which can be explored on foot after driving down a turn-off to the right. 


The main road swings round to the left here and on the right there 
are reasonable spots for picnicing. Further on, the road covers more irri- 
gated land — watch for the humps over the jubes as well as the camels — 
until you reach the Old Khorasan Road near a checkpoint just to the east 
of the village of Sharifabad. 


Turning left towards the village you can return to Tehran passing 
the outflow channels of the Jaje Rud and a grimy metropolis of brickworks, 
before crossing the pass by the Ray ridge back to the Darvazeh Khorasan. 


If you have the time or the inclination there are some tracks off the 
main road to the right towards the mountains of the Jaje Rud valley, 
where you may find picnic spots. However, the opulent looking asphalt 
road branching back at an acute angle only leads to a prohibited area. 


This route is better done in the cooler months, and the Tappeh Mil 
and other side tracks are difficult after rain. However, on a good day 
there are excellent distant views of Damavand for much of the route and 
this tour makes a very pleasant and relaxing escape route from Tehran. 
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Tour 14 — Damavand and Kilan 
(70% asphalt, 5 hours travelling) 


This is a delightful rural excursion, mixing more interesting historical 
and ethnic sightseeing with some fascinatingly different natural scenery. 


You leave Tehran by the Ab Ali Road, reached either via Sayed 
Khandan or Shahnaz Square Underpass (see Tour 10). Follow the main 
road over the ridge (superb view) and then down the winding descent to 
the Jaje Rud. The road ascends again after a checkpoint and later passes the 
Vodka factory at Astalak and a village with a broken bridge before 
entering the small but picturesque town of Rudehen, with its wide main 
street and many meat shops. 


Halfway along is a right turn signposted to Damavand and Firuzkuh. 
Take this and follow the road over the hills (more good views) until it 
descends to a junction by a petrol station where you should swing left 
towards Damavand Village. 


Damavand occupies a narrow ridge between two streams, and the 
road reaches the town centre by a sort of promenade up the western stream. 
You can either park here near a bridge or further up on the right bank near 
the modern Shahrdari (Town Hall). In either case start your walk from 
the top by the Shahrdari. | 


Facing the way you came, take an alleyway back to the left of the 
road you came up. After a while you come across a closed square 
completely surrounded by balconies. In the middle is a stone stage with 
a large tree sprouting up through the middle. Such an arrangement is 
a common sight in Iranian provincial towns and is known as a Hosseiniyeh, 
which is a theatre for passion plays, depicting the death of the Emam 
Hossein, held in the month of Moharram leading up to the festival of 
Ashura. Strictly speaking, these plays are not approved of, possibly 
because of their past associations with victimisation of the minority religious 
groups in the country. 


To the north (uphill) side of the Hosseiniyeh an alley leads through 
to another courtyard which is a sort of almshouse with a tomb tower. This 
is the Emamzadeh Abdollah and is worth a look. 


Leaving the Hosseiniyeh by the south side a lane passes one or two 
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more tomb towers on the right, one of which is particularly noticeable with 
a fine pyramidal roof. At a suitable juncture you should now descend to 
the valley on the left and make for a footbridge across the eastern stream. 


Follow the track uphill opposite until it emerges into the open 
and then turn sharp left to reach the impressive tomb-tower of Sheikh 
Shibli, perched on a spur overlooking the whole of the Damavand valley. 
The tower can be entered, but there is little to see inside. Outside it has 
an elegant octagonal plan with rounded corner effects from straight bricks, 
and diagonal patterns in the brickwork of the panels. The roof is a small 
dome. This tower is in fact a good example of a second style of Iranian 
tomb-tower, other examples being at Samiran, Kharraghan, (off the Hamadan 
road) and the Blue tower at Maragheh (Azarbaijan). 


Return to the bridge and climb up the alleys slightly to the left to 
reach the Masjed-e-Jomeh (Friday Mosque), whose blue dome catches the 
eye in the view from the Sheikh Shibli tower. In fact most of the mosque 
is modern. Walking round to the NW side a narrow street leads northwards, 
slanting down towards the western stream and the main road. Take this 
to return to your car, and look out for the interesting wood-framed 
houses on the street. 


You can picnic along the road on the way back to the petrol 
station, but there are better places further on. 


Turn left at the petrol station and cross the stream before climbing up 
again over more moorland with good views. After a while the surface changes 
to gravel, but the road is wide and the dust is the chief problem. There is 
a slight descent and just before the bottom another good gravel road goes 
off to the right, signposted to Eivanekay. This is your route and good 
picnic spots can be found off the road once the fertile area is reached. 


The road winds on above some pleasant villages, one of which 
is Kilan, then after joining a valley from the left goes through a gorge 
with dark rocks. Below the gorge the road, which gets rather corrugated 
in places, enters an area of fascinating coloured rock formations. Eventually 
the valley widens and you arrive at the village of Eivanekay on the Old 
Khorasan Road; the village gives its name to a type of Kharbuzeh melon. 


Turn right through the village and over another moorland to the 
Sharifabad junction, from where you return to Tehran as in Tour 13. 
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Reasonably dry weather is recommended for the gravel road sections, 
but otherwise this makes a good excursion at most times of year apart 
from the depths of winter. 


Tour 15 — Lavasan 
(60% asphalt, 4 hours travelling) 


The signposted turning to Lavasan to the left just before the vodka 
factory on the way to Ab Ali, leads to a wonderland of mountains, hills 
and valleys little visted by people from Tehran. (See Tour 14) 


Heading up this road one first passes a tiny reservoir. The road 
surface is dirt, but it is normally fairly even, and you should have no 
trouble crossing the first ridge of hills into a rather isolated valley, where 
you can picnic. The road then soon ascends to a second ridge, near the 
top of which are two road junctions, one to the left and the other to the 
right. The left-hand one leads towards the Latian Dam, whilst the other 
leads along the top of the ridge and is worth following on your return. 


You descend into a big valley where there are some encampments for 
the workers on the Lar Dam/Latian Dam tunnel scheme. Just across the 
_ stream another road from the Latian Dam comes up from the left. You 
should go right, and then soon left through the village of Kalan. Beyond 
here the road swings right round a spur and you arrive in the Shangri-La 
valley of Lavasan (Lavasan-e-Bozorg to be precise) Lavasan is a great 
place for starting mountain expeditions, particularly over to the Lar 
Valley by foot or mule — but the village itself hardly lives up to its 
beautiful surroundings. 


Reasonable picnic spots can be found off the roads, and the afternoon 
can be spent exploring some of the side turnings. Returning to Kalan, you 
could go back left up the valley towards the village of Atin. Or you can take 
the road to the left that runs along the top of the ridge, mentioned on the 
way. Follow it until it descends left to a col between the Atin valley and 
that of Ira to the east. Beyond this it leads north up a valley in the high 
mountains where the tunnel from the Lar Valley emerges. 


In dry seasons you can return to Tehran by a different route. This 
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is a right turn off the road back to Astalak, and it winds down the hillside 
towards the Latian Dam. Another road heads in the same direction from 
the Lavasan side of the stream at Kalan. Just before the lake take a right 
turn down to a ford to cross the stream. Then follow a track to the left 
up and over a shoulder and past a couple of villages to meet the Afjeh 
Road at Narun. Turn left here and you will reach Lashgarak (Tour 10) 
where you can return home by the pass over towards Niavaran. 


lf you return to the Ab Ali road, go back to the Jaje Rud checkpoint 
where, if you have time, you can turn right on a metalled road through a 
cutting which is the official route to the Latian Dam. You will only 
be permitted to go as far as the site entrance, after which you have to 
return to the main road for the journey back to Tehran. 


Mud road surfaces like those around Lavasan are only navigable by 
Paykan during reasonably dry seasons. The altitude is also a factor on 
this route and it can get quite cold. September to November are the 
recommended months. 


Tour 16 — Lar Valley 
(80% asphalt, 6 hours travelling) 


The Lar Valley, the highest and most majestic of all the mountain 
valleys near Tehran, is the site of a new dam which may drastically change 
its approachability by Paykan. Its fame as a centre for camping, walking 
and riding based on 4-wheel drive vehicles is well known. But, whatever 
happens, the wideness of the valley floor and the sight of the impressive 
mountains around it justify some attempt to visit the area. Maybe the 
reservoir will even enhance the already excellent scenery. 


Take the Ab Ali road and keep straight on. A climb up a valley 
curving to the left brings you to Ab Ali itself, a surprisingly small village 
dominated by the casino with its red nobble. 


Further on there are stylish weekend chalets, beyond which the 
road swings back to the right and climbs the face of the mountain at 
the head of the valley. 
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At the first col is the hotel and the ski slopes, with more chalets. 
From here the view downhill to the right is towards Damavand village. 
The road keeps climbing until after snaking through a snow tunnel, you 
reach the complex of buildings at the summit (Emamzadeh Hashem), 
where the view south is worth stopping for. 


Descending twistily and steeply on the other side, you pass a chaikhane 
by a waterfall in a gorge, and you get your first view of Damavand at close 
quarters. The road passes another snow cover and then runs down towards 
the village of Polur. 


Before going too far through the village take a left fork (vaguely 
asphalted) which goes over an older bridge and then round to the left. 
This brings you alongside the Lar river and, just below a rocky gorge, 
you cross it over a fancy bridge to the right. Then you zigzag up the far 
bank on a good asphalt road to a junction where a road to the right 
(metalled for a few yards) leads off. 


Keeping left an excellent asphalt highway leads to the Lar Dam 
camp, and directions beyond this point are extremely variable. The last 
route we tried headed off left just before the road goes up right to the 
offices. It is rather dusty and descends a spur down to a narrow bridge over 
a large stream which comes in from the right. If the water isn't too high 
it is best to ford the stream and then veer left up the other side. Cross a 
north-south track and go over the spur ahead. By this time you have re- 
gained a slightly firmer road which runs along the north (right hand) 
side of the main Lar Valley. From here the first wide vistas begin to make 
an impression. 


A fork off to the left crosses the valley floor to a ford across the 
main river which can be negotiated by the adventurous. Pleasant picnicing 
can be had anywhere along here. 


Alternatively, keep straight on, avoiding badly rutted stretches by 
driving on the grass if it’s dry. Here the valley narrows a little and veers to 
the right; on the left is a spring near which is a sheep dip and the site of 
a summer camp of nomads (Yailagh). This is another good place for lunch — 
out of the sheep dipping season, of course. 


Beyond here you can take your Paykan as far as you fancy and there 
are many starting places for good walks south over the mountains. One, 
which follows a valley forking off to the left, leads back to the coal mines 
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above Garmabdar off the Shemshak Road (Tour 18). The even more 
enthusiastic walkers can head north for Baladeh, a large village in the Nur 
valley which can be approached from the Amol Road beyond Polur. 


Return is by the same route back to Tehran. 


The Lar valley is not normally Paykan country, and besides the state 
of the mud roads you also have to worry about the depth of the fords. 
October is usually the best month, although September and November may 
also be possible, and we know a Paykan that managed the trip in June 
although the driver had to get his passengers to push the car out of the 
swirling waters of the Lar. 


Tour 17 — Ab Garm 
(75% asphalt, 6 hours travelling) 


That the giant volcanic mass of Damavand is not extinct by any 
means is well illustrated at the village of Ab Garm on the S.E. slopes 
of the mountain, where a rudimentary spa can be seen with hot baths 
of sulphurous water. To visit this and other sights in the nearby Haraz 
valley makes an interesting and memorable outing. 


The outward route follows the previous tour, i.e. along the Ab Ali 
road and over toPolur. The same left fork is taken, but after crossing 
the Lar the turn to the right is taken instead of heading up the valley. 


The very stony road skirts the lower slopes of Damavand, and at 
points there are breathtaking views down to the right of the gorge on the 
Haraz river with the Amol Road winding through from tunnel to tunnel. 
The Haraz river is, in fact, the continuation of the Lar below Polur and 
follows the road all the way to the Caspian. 


At one point the road climbs to a wall of tough rock that radiates 
out from the centre of the mountain where it is worth stopping for the view. 
Then the road descends to a concrete bridge and up the other side there is 
a fork — the right hand one is the main road, but an excursion up the left 
hand one can be fun, although it doesn’t really lead anywhere unless you 
are intending to climb the peak itself. 
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After the fork, the main route has some rather muddy stretches, but 
eventually a village with an army post is reached (Rehneh). The road 
continues along the hillside past a junction by a stream with trees where 
a road winds downhill. You should memorise this turn as it is your way 
back. 


Continuing along the road you will pass a small village, near where 
you can lunch in a suitable spot. Finally the road swings left into a valley 
at the head of which is Ab Garm village. 


The spa is situated just below the high road and you can reach it by 
following paths downwards towards the maze of steaming bath houses and 
then up to the left. The central feature is a large 2-storeyed blue-painted 
building curving slightly above a courtyard. At the right hand end is the 
reservoir which covers the main spring and which feeds the network of 
pipes leading to the bath houses. More bathhouses and another “‘hotel”’ 
can be seen further along, but you are left with the idea that some 
modern development of this spa would not come amiss — in fact a new 
hotel is planned which should change the face of Ab Garm considerably. 


The road can be followed beyond Ab Garm to a further village 
named Amirabad, but eventually you must return to the junction men- 
tioned before and descend carefully the series of hairpins. 


Just before the bottom where the main Amol Road is reached, a 
sheer cliff appears on the left studded with cave entrances. This is reputed 
to be a Buddhist Monastery (many of the Mongol conquerors of the 13th 
century were Buddhists). Parking in a little lay-by at the last hairpin on 
the left side, you can scramble up the rocky valley and then across to the 
largest cave entrance. From here a passageway goes left to the first 
cell. This looks like a dead end, but, in fact, there are more cells above . 
your heads. If you want to explore these you could always bring a 
short ladder ! 


At the bottom of the hill you meet the main road at Pol-e-Mun. 
Across the bridge some interesting tracks lead up into the valleys opposite 
which you could see from the high road to Ab Garm. The left-hand fork is 
Paykanable for some of the way. 


Also on the far side of the river, but a few kilometres further down 
stream, is a steep cliff behind a village on which is found one of the many 
Assassin Castles that abound in Northern Iran (see your guide book for the 
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story of these). This particular one is exceptionally difficult to get into — 
maybe that ladder or a rope might be useful again ! 


Turning right up the main road, about 4 km. brings you to the 
village of Ab Ask, where there are sulphur springs whose stream runs 
down on the left hand side of the road. There is a spa here too, although 
the older part of the village lies on the slopes down to the river on the 
right, and again there are cave dwellings on the far bank. 


Returning up to Polur, the gorge scenery becomes very impressive, 
especially the high cliffs of basalt on the right. There are several tunnels 
before the road eases round to the right to cross the new bridge at Polur 
and then turn left to head back to Tehran. 


Most of this route faces south and is not, therefore, blocked by 
snow for as long as some routes nearby. This means that the trip can be 
made at any time once the snow and rain have been given time to melt 
and dry off. 


Tour 18 — Off the Shemshak Road 
(70% asphalt, 4-6 hours travelling) 


The Jaje Rud river, which flows down to the east of Tehran, and 
its tributaries, have carved a spectacular series of mountain valleys, which 
can be very easily explored from the Tehran-Shemshak Road. Not all of 
the side routes need to be explored on one day, and the tour can be re- 
peated many times with different variations. 


Starting from Tehran, traffic from (a) should proceed along Shahreza, 
then up to the International Hotel via Bahar and Farah or via Old Shemiran 
Road. Continue north up the Old Shemiran Road but then turn right into 
Saltanatabad. From (b) take Mirdamad to the Old Shemiran Road, turn 
right and then turn left by the Blue Mosque (not a mosque at all — it Is 
a Hosseiniyeh) to reach Saltanatabad where you turn left. Then both (a) 
and (b) follow Saltanatabad all the way till it swings round left on hitting 
more open land. Here turn right down a dual carriageway leading to the 
new housing area, but then turn left almost immediately by hut in the 
centre of the road. 
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From Tajrish (c) go past the top of the Old Shemiran Road and 
take Niavaran Avenue forking left at the first junction then later right just 
before the palace and left again after the double bend by the park. 


The two routes now join and soon turn right by an army entrance 
flanked by two old guns. On the right is the popular dairy shop of the 
village of Araj. Along straight stretch passes a variety of odd buildings 
including a fairground with a big wheel, but soon the road gets twistier and 
passes an army depot carved out of the hills where attempts to provide 
camouflage by a little forestry project are being made. Soon you arrive 
at the top of the Ghuchak Pass (see Tour 10) and keeping left, carefully 
wind down to Lashgarak. 


Turn left at the bottom and follow the valley past restaurants and 
pleasant river stretches. Further up a track crosses a rather decrepit iron 
bridge to the right and this track can be followed through a pleasant 
valley up to Amameh (see below). A little further the main road itself 
crosses the river by’ two iron bridges — presumably you are meant to 
keep right but that is no guarantee that other drivers will observe the 
same convention. 


The valley widens out and as the large village of Ushan is approached 
there is a fork to the left. Follow this for sub-tour 18.1 to Ahar. This 
road is metalled, and after crossing the river enters the centre of Ushan. 
It then follows a pleasant valley which skirts the back of Towchal. 


Keen Tehran mountaineers sometimes descend to this valley after 
crossing the mountain from Darband or Manzarieh. The road also has 
good spots for picnicing. After bending to the right the road stops at the 
village of Ahar which climbs up the spur of mountain ahead. From here 
there are good walks up either of the valleys ahead; if you keep going up 
the left hand one you can cross a pass and descend to the village of 
Shahrestanak (Tour 11) in about 4 hours. 


Back to the main Shemshak road the road leaves Ushan and after 
only about 2 km. crosses a stream from the right and goes underneath 
a little aqueduct. Just past here a dirt road forks sharply up to the 
right — this is the start of sub-tour 18.2 to Amameh. 


The road ahead looks rather doubtful as it climbs up a narrow, steep 
valley, but buses use it regularly and a Paykan need have no trouble as long 
as its suspension and low gears are in good order. At the top you will be 
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rewarded as you enter the beautiful fruit-growing area of Amameh. The 
road keeps above the village but eventually descends steeply to a ford where 
you should park and, if you wish, picnic. 


This is a magnificent spot and if you walk up the gorge on the 
left you will be confronted by the sight of a castle stuck on the top of a 
giddy height, ringed at the back by high mountains of about 12,000 feet. 
The castle is known as the Mongol Castle but it is more probably another 
castle of the order of Assassins, connected with the Esmailis. The ascent 
is said to be not as difficult as it looks. 


You can return to the main road if you wish, but for the adventurous 
you can continue on and make a circular back to Lashgarak. The first 
few bits of ascent are the most difficult and you should keep your speed 
up on the dusty hairpins and not mind a bit of side slip. Near the summit 
is the village of Rahatabad, nearly 8000 feet above sea level. From the 
highest point on the road there is a fantastic view in all directions; nearby 
peaks on the left and ahead, wide vistas of hill and dale on the right and 
views back to Amameh and to the distant mountains through the pass beyond 


The road descends steeply and passes a village and eventually follows 
a valley which emerges on a metalled road a few kilometres east of Lashgarak, 
to reach which you should turn right, cross the iron bridge and pass 
the army camp. This area is covered in more detail in the next tour. 


Back to the Shemshak Road (if you don’t take the circular) you will 
very soon reach another large village, that of Fasham. Here the main road 
turns left as it crosses a bridge over a stream from the right. If you turn 
right after the bridge instead then this will take you on sub-tour 18.3 
to Garmabdar and its coal mines. 


This road is unsurfaced but generally better than the Amameh Road. 
It follows the pleasant valley up an easy gradient past a couple of villages. 
A few turns off to the left look like interesting walks, and there are plenty 
of spots for picnicing. Beyond the last village take the left fork of the 
two dirt roads which later climbs round to the right through a coal mining 
area. This road can be followed for quite a long way up to a mine that is 
very definitely in use. Parking in the pit yard and exchanging greetings 
with any black-faced miners (who are glad to see anyone who alleviates 
their isolation) you can walk up a valley a little way towards a pass which 
leads across to the Lar Valley. 
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Back to the Shemshak Road for the last time the road reaches another 
village, Maygun, where it climbs high round to the right above the valley 
before sweeping left into an impressive gorge where the road gaily passes 
under overhanging bits of cliff. At the end of this you soon enter the 
curious conurbation of Shemshak. 


Like the other villages of the valley, Shemshak has the mixture of 
small rural dwellings climbing up the hillside with the rows of tall Tabrizi 
poplars. In addition it has the more substantial 2-storeyed terraces of miners 
housing which give it a slight air of the Rhondda Valley. Now, however, 
as in its Welsh counterpart, coal is in decline; and the new chalet-shaped 
Shemshak Hotel on the right demonstrates the new industry — tourism 
and ski-ing. 


Ud 


Follow the road that snakes up past the terraces and then climbs up 
the far side of the valley to the left. This rather grand gravel road takes 
you up to a large car park at the top of a high pass, which as you will see 
is the top end of another ski resort, that of Dizin. Apart from its main pur- 
pose this is a superb spot for views west over the mountains and for walks 
along the mountain crests nearby. It can get very chilly here sometimes 
due to the altitude and picnicing is best done in the car or a more sheltered 
spot. 


This is the end of the tour and normal return is via the outward route. 
However in dry weather, adventurous travellers can head down the winding 
dirt road to the hotel and return to Tehran via the Chalus Road. 


The main route to Shemshak gets very busy in high summer and the 
ski-ing season. All the side tours (except Ahar) are best done in dry weather. 
September to early December is, therefore, the best period to go and the 
autumn colours can be very lovely in November especially. 


Tour 19 — Kand Valley 
(75% asphalt, 3-4 hours travelling) 


This tour, to one of the most charming of the mountain valleys near 
Tehran, could be classed as a half-day trip, but the picnic spots are so good 
that it is more appropriate to make a whole day of It. 
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Take the Shemshak route (tour 18) as far as Lashgarak, but there turn 
right alongside the army camp and across the iron bridge over the Jaje Rud. 
After a couple of kilometres take the first metalled fork to the left, skirting 
a village on the right. Soon the road degenerates to a gravel one and passes 
through a short rocky gorge at the far side of which it crosses the stream. 
It then passes through a village at the end of which it swings left up and over 
a bridge across the stream from the right which forms the Kand Valley. 


If you are prepared to carry all your picnic impedimenta a kilometre 
or two, you can take the path to the right just before the bridge where there 
are plenty of quiet spots for good picnicing. Otherwide cross the bridge and 
at the next junction take the right fork, which passes a quarry and then 
rejoins the path in the Kand Valley. From the ford here you could walk 
downstream for more picnic spots or find a spot along the road further up. 


The road soon reaches the two villages of Kand Pain(lower) and Kand 
Bala (upper). Beyond here driving is not recommended, but the valley 
continues up and you can find yet more lunch spots. 


This area is blessed with yet more opportunities. Taking the left 
fork at the junction you follow the other valley which has more leafy 
glades for resting and picnicing. In addition there are tracks off to the left 
towards villages on the west bank which can be followed by Paykan 
for some way. 


The main route continues upwards through a village and out onto 
more open slopes. This is the same road as for the circular via Amameh 
and Rahatabad described in Tour 18 (sub tour 18.2). You could, of 
course, combine the two tours but going uphill from the Kand end is not 
easy as the road surface is not very firm and wheel spin can prevent you 
getting up the steepest stretches. 


The best time for picnicing is May and June when the greenery is 
at its finest. However, it is pleasant here all through the summer and 
autumn colours are very beautiful once again. The poorei roads should, 
of course, be avoided after rain. 
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Tour 20 — Afjeh 
(70% asphalt, 3-4 hours travelling) 


While visiting pleasant valleys similar to the Kand Valley this tour 
heads further up the mountainside for more glorious views of peaks 
and upland orchards. 


Take the Shemshak road and turn right at Lashgarak across the iron 
bridge, just as in Tour 19. This time go straight on at the fork and down 
into the village of Galanduak, administrative centre for the villages around. 
Near here tracks lead off right in the direction of the Latian Dam. 


Continue along a straight stretch to another village, Narun, where the 
road bends round left into a short gorge, which could be a site for picnicing. 
Then it climbs steeply and glorious views unfold themselves. In front are 
the high mountains and to the left and right are beautiful green areas of 
fruit trees and grass. A fork to the right leads to the village of Sinak, while 
the main road runs above orchards to a sharp right hand bend. Here you 
climb over a spur and round to the left into the valley of Afjeh, full of 
more apple orchards. 


The good road (bus route) stops at a car park just before the start 
of Afjeh village, but in dry weather you can drive on through and up to a 
ford across a mountain stream. This point is a starting point for excellent 
walks up the valley and over the mountains, and you can hire mules in 
the village. Picnicing up the rocky valley is also good. 


If the ford is not too bad you can continue across and round to the 
right, climbing a spur into the next valley for Barkjahan: or Lavasan-e- 
Kuchek. Here are more places for out-of-the-way picnics, and starting 
walks in the mountains or on to Lavasan (Tour 15). 


You can return by the same route, or you can do the circular route 
from Narun by the Latian Dam and over to Astalak (Tour 15). 


Like the previous tour, this is one to do in the good picnicing season 
of early summer. Tours in the autumn are also good for seeing the fruit 
and the autumn colours, but it is then really only suitable for a half-day 
trip. Afjeh village and beyond the ford are not very good for Paykans 
after rain or snow. 
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CHAPTER 4 
Long All-Day Expeditions 


Tour 21 — Samiran Castle 
(85% asphalt, 9 hours travelling) 


Despite the long drive, a visit to Samiran is very worthwhile as it 
provides both historical and architectural interest, pleasant scenery, and 
a quiet secluded spot with plenty of room to wander about. It lies to the 
west of the Manjil (Farah) Dam on the road between Ghazvin and Rasht. 


An early start is called for, and the route is along the Karaj Freeway 
to its end, then you turn) right up to the Ghazvin Road where you go left. 
This long, straight and rather dangerous road is mercifully fast, and passes 
only two villages of any size, Hashtgerd and Abyek. The mountains on the 
right provide a reasonable visual interest all the way, added to which are, 
firstly, a tall mound just to the right of the road by a slight bend, which 
represents the site of a prehistoric village; secondly, the enormous complex 
of livestock sheds just after Abyek, built in anticipation of the irrigation of 
the locality by water diverted through the mountains from the Taleghan 
river; and thirdly a few striking emamzadehs with coloured domes. 


Just before Ghazvin, after a checkpoint about 100 km. from Karaj, 
is a fork. Left is the by-pass for lorries, and you should go right. A few 
more km. and you enter the town by the customary roundabout. 


Ghazvin has a number of interesting buildings which can be located 
with the help of one of the guidebooks, e.g. Nagel’s. But they are not all 
that easy to find, and in any case you are unlikely to have all that much 
time on this particular trip. The older parts of town are reached by 
turning off the main East-west street, Kh. Pahlavi. The first such turn 
brings you into Kh. Sepah, at the beginning of which is a rather fine 
gateway known as Ali Ghapu. To the right halfway along Sepah is the 
entrance to the enormous Masjed-e-Jomeh (Friday mosque). Turn right 
at the bottom of Sepah into Kh. Tehran, and soon a road to the left leads 
to an exotic complex of buildings with mirrors — this is a 19th century emam- 
zade. 


Returning and continuing along Pahlavi, you pass another sizeable 
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Plate 1: Sangan Village (Tour 6) 





Plate 2: Cheshmeh Shahi Village (Tour 8) 








Plate 4: Ab Anbar near Lesser Salt Lake, Ghom Road (Tour 24) 


Plate 5: Caves (Monastery) at Pol-e-Mun, Amol Road (Tour 17) 








Plate 6: Tomb Tower by Samiran Castle, near Manjil (Tour 21) 








Plate 7: Assassin Castle near Saveh (Tour 23) 


Plate 8: Minaret and Shrine at Natanz (Tour 29) 





Plate 10: Damghan, Tarik-Khana Mosque (Tour 30) 





Plate 12: Turkoman Market at Pahlavi Dezh, near Gorgan (Tour 33) 








Plate 13: The Tower of Gonbad-e-Ghabus (Tour 34) 
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mosque on the left, then finally emerge at a roundabout just beyond a 
bridge over a dry stream. To the left is the road for Hamadan and Tabriz; 
to the right is the Ghazvin Inn, a good place for a civilized meal or drink. 
Keeping straight on is the Rasht road. 


As you leave the town on the right is a factory for reconstituting 
glass out of used and broken bottles. Further out on the same side is a 
modern village, built in the traditional Iranian style with single-storied 
houses and surrounded by a wall. It was built for refugees from the severe 
1962 earthquake south of Ghazvin. 


The road crosses rolling country with a few villages in the valleys 
before reaching the Kuhin Pass, where an outstanding view ahead greets you. 
The climb from Ghazvin has been fairly small, but the view forward shows 
a big drop in altitude as the road heads down towards the Caspian. 


You wind down and enter a long, spectacular gorge which widens 
out towards the bottom as it joins the valley of the Shahrud coming in from 
the right. Just round to the left you cross this river at Pol-e-Lowshan where 
the old bridge can be seen on the right. . 


Continuing past an oil-fired power station (used when the reservoir 
gets too low), you soon see the waters of the reservoir ahead and to the left. 
After crossing a viaduct over an arm of the lake and traversing a hilly 
promontory, you come to the breezy lakeside resort of Manjil, nicely 
set in olive groves and overlooking a statue of. the Empress Farah by the 
lake. Up to the right above the town are some largish settlements below 
the tree-spotted mountainside — these include a coal mine. 


Beyond Manji! the road by-passes the dam through three tunnels. 
The crest of the dam can be seen on the left after the first. After the 
second you should turn left off the main road and head down and across 
an iron bridge below the dam. Then climb up left to the far side of the dam, 
where you can stop to admire the view. The strong wind here is a regular 
feature, caused by the climatic change between the dry uplands and the 
wet lowlands and the funnelling effect of the gorge. 


A gravel road follows the slopes on the north side of the jake, and 
after about 20 kms. of good views and exciting road a track can be seen 
branching off to the left. Turn off here, but don’t go too far as the track 
deteriorates quickly. Here you must take to your feet and carry your food 
and drink with you; it is a fair walk and it can get very hot on site. 
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Follow the track down and up a dip and over a moorland till you 
arrive at a precipitous-looking edge. Down below you will see a shrine 
with two small domes with a cemetery in front of it. You can descend 
quite easily by following tracks a bit to the right down towards this cemetery. 


From the downward track the surroundings of Samiran can be fully 
appreciated. To the far left is the castle, its curtain wall skirting the steep 
conical hill. Behind it is the lake, or a river, depending on the season. 
On an isolated hill beyond the shrine is a superb tomb tower of the octagonal 
type, and to the left on the way to the castle is a smaller tower. There 
are remains of civilization all around, as Samiran was once a sizeable town. 


The history is a bit obscure, but Samiran probably started with the 
Daylamites. They were a tribal dynasty from Gilan who flourished around 
900 A.D. and defied the rule of the Caliphs for many years. When they 
declined, about 1050 A.D., the castle was taken over by the Assassins. 


Choose a shady spot for lunch, as it can get hot and windy. After- 
wards you can explore the site as your fancy takes you. The valley separating 
the main buildings from the hill with the tomb tower varies a lot with the 
season; at times it is under water, and after that it can be very muddy. The 
crust which forms a cracked surface by midsummer is often very thin, so 
you will need to tread this area carefully. 


If you find your way into the emamzade you should also tread 
carefully, as it is still used and maintained by local people; although we 
found a brood of chicks under the green tomb cloth. 


You can also walk to the river below the castle, and take a swim if 
you like — but the current can be rather fast. This is the river Ghezel 
Owzan, one of the longest and biggest in Iran. The high tide marks on the 
rocks opposite show the height of the water when the dam is full. 


It is best to leave early enough so that you get well along the main 
road back before dark, and a spare driver is worth having to share the tiring 
and crowded return to Karaj and along the freeway. 


The best months for this trip are June and July. Earlier than this 
and the water level will be too high. Later and the ground will become 
parched and dusty. The road along the lakeside is fairly firm and is not 
likely to become impassable except in the snow. 
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This tour can also be done as a two-day weekend, by going to 
Ghazvin on the Thursday afternoon and staying at the Inn. This gives you 
a chance to see something of Ghazvin on the Thursday and you will have 
more time at Samiran on the Friday. 


Tour 22 — Soltaniyeh 
(95% asphalt, 8 hours travelling) 


This is another long trip for the driver, but the objective is to visit 
one of the grandest monuments in the whole of Iran. This is the mausoleum 
of Oljaitu Khodabande, a Mongol ruler in the 14th century. The remains 
tower over the large village of Soltaniyeh, which lies near the watershed 
between Ghazvin and Zanjan on the main road to Tabriz. 


To reach there head for Ghazvin as in the previous tour. At the 
roundabout by the Ghazvin Inn turn left and continue for about 40 fast 
kilometers, crossing the railway on the way. You then arrive at the coaching 
town of Takestan. Among its buildings are a rather fancy hotel and a 
modern mosque for travellers. 


There is a building worth stopping for nearby: another, smaller, 
mausoleum known as Pir-e-Takestan. A Pir is a sort of Islamic guru. To 
get to it you first have to find the junction of the old road to Zanjan 
and then take the road to the left opposite, which leads to the older part 
of Takestan (signposted to a Raisin Factory). Take a right fork after the 
first jube, and drive as far as you can. The building is among a grove of 
young poplars across a dry river bed. The brickwork is very fine although 
the whole building seems to have sunk into the ground somewhat. 


Returning to the main road, continue to the new road junction and 
take the right fork. About 25 km. further on you should be able to see a 
brick dome about 1 km. off to the Jeft which belongs to the mosque 
of the village of Ghorveh. A short diversion to this interesting building is 
worthwhile if you have the time. Follow a dirt road down into the river 
valley and, parking just beyond a bridge, you can walk up to the right to 
see the mosque which dates from the 11th century. The village itself is 
quite picturesque with old houses on a rocky chiff overlooking the river. 


The river here is the Abhar Rud which is followed by the road to 
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Soltaniyeh. A suitable lunch spot can be found near its banks by following 
tracks left off the main road beyond the built-up area of Khorramdarreh 
which lies a little further on. 


Another half-hour or so brings you to the turning for Soltaniyeh. You 
can hardly miss the enormous structure of the tomb off to the left, and 
to reach it you should take the best-looking of a series of gravel roads 
leading back to the left just before the main road rises towards a rail - 
way bridge. 


It is hard to conceive that Soltaniyeh was once nominated as the 
capital of Iran. Apart from the monument it is a very ordinary village and 
in all probability it represents a sort of mediaeval Brasilia that did not 
work out. 


You can either park at the near end of the village or carry on round 
to the right to approach the village from behind. To get to the foot of the 
mausoleum involves navigating your way through a maze of alleys, but when 
you get there the size of it is really breathtaking. At the time of writing 
(and probably for some years to come) major reconstruction is in progress, 
and your chances of getting a look inside are small unless you are lucky 
enough to find a member of the rebuilding team around who has a key. 


The guide-books can give you more information about the dome But 
it is interesting to wonder how much influence this building had on the 
design of another later and more famous Moghul (Mongol) monument, 
namely the Taj Mahal. 


A few hundred yards beyond the village, near the road that goes round 
to the right, is another little complex of buildings with a dome that can 
be visited. This is the remains of a Khanegah, a sort of monastery for a Sufi 
order more or less connected with Islam. 


From here you can make your return journey, and if it is late the 
cafes in Abyek and Hashtgerd will provide a very passable kabab on the 
way back. 


No particular seasonal restrictions apply to this route, though the 
winter here can be bitterly cold, and the tracks to the village are not reli- 
able after rain or melting snow. 
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Tour 23 — Saveh Castle 
(85% asphalt, 8 hours travelling) 


A visit to this castle, hidden away in the mountains beyond Saveh, 
is one of the most memorable days out you can make from Tehran. The 
appalling dullness of the Saveh Road provides the only sour note, but 
maybe even that serves to heighten the effect of the fairy-tale castle. 


Take the Saveh Road, or preferably the back route to Robat Karim 
as described in Tour 12. Continue on past the stone caravanserai and the 
valley. Nothing else then breaks the monotony until the road dives under 
the railway, which, after studiously heading for Saveh suddenly changes 
its mind and winds off south towards Ghom. 


A slightly more cultivated area follows as far as the turn to Zarand, 
a large village just off the right. From here a dry-weather road can be 
followed to two old but impressive caravanserais at the villages of Khoshkrud 
and Jib, but the diversion is too long for one day’ and better roads are 
planned for this area soon. 


After Zarand the main road heads up a slope over badlands to Asiabak. 
Crossing more flat plains the road finally climbs to a small pass before the 
long and easy descent into Saveh, where a stop can be made. Going straight 
on at the Shah’s statue brings you to a central square, round which are the 
bazaar, a mosque (Masjed-e-Maidan) with a fancy brick minaret (the oldest 
in Iran), two ab-anbars (water stores) and a domed Hosseiniyeh. 


Following the street to the left of the mosque, past the Hosseiniyeh, 
you come out of the built-up area by an even more impressive circular 
minaret. This is judged to have the finest brickwork of the Seljuk style in 
the whole of Iran. It stands just outside the rambling (but usually closed) 
Masjed-e-Jomeh which has a fine dome and large courtyard. 


Saveh was bigger and more important in the middle ages than now, 
and like Ray was destroyed by the Mongols. The two minarets are probably 
the only buildings that have survived the holocaust, and this would explain. 
the rather isolated position of the mosque. 


The asphalted road ends just past the minaret, but you can turn left 
and meet the main road to Esfahan, passing what looks like an old town wall. 
Turn right along the Esfahan road and proceed for about 23 km., crossing 
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the wide Saveh River and an old-looking dome behind on the left. When 
you see a dark green double sign in Farsi on the right side of the road 
take a right turn on a gravel road. 


Follow this road for some kilometers; among the landmarks is a 
diesel pump at a well on the left some way along. Don’t be alarmed if the 
road seems to turn a little away from the mountains — especially where 
it has to cross one of the many watercourses. Eventually you should 
follow a track up towards a village under the mountains to the left, at 
a point where other tracks curve off to the right. (These tracks go to a 
broken bridge across the river which would otherwise cut many kilometres 
off the journey). Too early an uphill turn will land you in trouble; but if 
you are lucky you will be able to identify the castle rock behind the village 
as it lies on a conical formation between two valleys which come out of 
the mountain very close together. You should wait until you are opposite 
before making your turn. 


The track through the village is really only the bed of the stream, 
but it is nowhere too difficult until, pulling up a bit to the right, you come 
to a wall by which there is a sudden drop; here your passengers may need 
to get out. After this there is a ford, and you can only drive a short way 
up the track beyond as far as a fairly obvious turning-round place where 
you can park. 


It is best to carry your lunch things up the track a bit further so that 
you can find some shade under nearby rocks for your picnicing. A stream 
runs below, and opposite is the precipitious-looking castle rock 


Leaving your lunch bags securely fastened (against the greedy mount- 
ain goats), continue up the track round the left side of the castle and steeply 
up to a col at the back of it. From here you can scramble up to the 
castle along a path over slabs of rock. Your climb will be rewarded not 
only by the view but also by the considerable remains of the castle 
that can be explored. 


It is, of course, yet another castle of the Assassins; and one can 
appreciate its value as a lookout, as a centre of defence, and as a base for 
controlling the fertile Saveh plain. The best photographs can be had by 
returning to the col and scrambling up the ridges behind to a suitable 
vantage point. 


Return to Saveh by the same route, but follow the road from 
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Esfahan to its end in the town, then turn left and right again by the 
Shah’s statue. Along the right hand side of the Tehran road are shops 
selling the pomegranates and their by-products for which Saveh is famed. 
Further on, just beyond a petrol station, are two restaurants — one on 
each side of the road — where the weary can take tea or a meal before 
returning. The one on the right is an INTO (Government) establishment. 
On the route back, the alternative road from Robat Karim is strongly 
recommended after dark as the main Saveh Road can be quite frighten- 
ing. 


This tour is best done not too late in the year, otherwide it gets too 
hot, dry, and dusty. However before May the tracks near the castle may 
be wet and there may be washouts along the watercourses. Late May 
through July is recommened as most suitable. 


Tour 24 — Lesser Salt Lake 
(80% asphalt, 6 hours travelling) 


An expedition into the salt desert is quite exciting enough a pro- 
position, but when combined with a visit to some remarkable old buildings, 
the trip enters the front rank of the tours one can make from Tehran. 


The salt lake in question is not far from the Ghom Road, on the left 
about 100 km. from Tehran. This is not the same as the much larger 
Daryache-ye-Namak, which lies some way to the east of the Ghom —Kashan 
road. 


To get to the Ghom Road from Tehran, you should make for Kh. 
Aramgah as in Tour 9. Instead of forking left towards the mausoleum, 
keep straight on and join the road out of Ray by a petrol station. Later, 
a turn goes off left to the oil refinery, and then the road sweeps round to 
the right past the new Moslem cemetery, where the eccentric behaviour 
of the traffic turning in and out of the gates could lead you to the con- 
clusion that the Crivers want to join their loved ones inside as soon as possible. 


Beyond the village of Kahrizak a long straight heads upwards into 
a low range of hills. From the pass you descend to a valley, which re- 
presents the remnant of the once-mighty Karaj River as it noses its way 
towards the Salt Desert. 
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In the next village, Hassanabad, there are the remains of two im- 
pressive caravanserais, both on the right — the road cuts clean through the 
front of: one of them. Over the next range of hills is another valley, where 
you cross the Rudkhaneh Shur, which ‘‘flows” from the plains south of 
Ghazvin, and is the same stream which forms the deep valley just to 
the west of the stone caravanserai at Robat Karim (Tour 12). 


An easy but more continuous climb leads to a summit and soon 
afterwards you can see the salt lake ahead to the left. On the right is a 
Caravanserai with two round towers which has been converted into a 
giant transport cafe where a good cup of tea can be had. 


The road now descends and skirts the salt lake which is on the left. 
On the way down you will see the line of the road some distance ahead, 
and to the left of it the line of the new highway which is under construction. 
At one point the two roads come close together and then diverge again. 
This is the point where you must leave the main road and fork left on a 
gravel road which runs alongside the new highway. Eventually you turn 
left, cross the highway, and head off round the end of the salt lake. 


An alternative which cuts out a few kms. of gravel road is to keep 
on the Ghom Road till after the sign Ghom 40, and turn off left by a No 
Overtaking sign. Take a left turn by a village and you will join the 
other route shortly. 


The early stretches of the road are good, though if you want to see 
anything of the lake you will need to walk off the road some distance. 
Don’t take your car off the road as the dry-looking surface conceals a 
muddy underneath; you would not have much fun trying to get the car 
unstuck. 


In spring you will see a selection of fascinating wild flowers which 
push themselves up through the cracks in the mud. In the distance you 
will see shimmering mirages and the water you first thought you could 
see in the lake disappears bv the time you get there. 


At a point where the better-used road curves off right towards a 
settlement with a red and white water tower, you leave the road for a 
track which continues on in the original direction. It is reasonably well 
marked, although there are places where the track divides to rejoin further 
along. After a desolate stretch which can turn nasty after a little rain, 
you will find yourself heading for a group of buildings. 
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The main building is a large caravanserai, now used as a sheep 
station. Just behind it is a charming Ab-Anbar (water store) with two 
wind towers. From the top you can see that a fertile tract of land starts 
at this point, and the air is full of birds who nest in the crops. 


Continue alongside the fields, and then fork right on a road which 
heads up and over a slight rise on the right. Soon you come to a gap in 
a range of rocky hills and you will see a mud-brick castle and a large stone 
building on the left. This is your objective, and to reach it you must go 
on till you reach a good new gravel road by a village (Mohammadabad). 
Here turn sharp left and drive on till you can see a way across the fields 
to the buildings. Lock your car and take your lunch with you. 


The large building represents the remains of a madrasse, or theo- 
logical college. Some of the stonework and brickwork is in surprisingly 
good condition, possibly because it is so isolated. You can climb on to 
the walls from the far right corner and walk half the way round the top. 
The layout of individual cells and communal rooms can be appreciated 
from here. The date of the college is not recorded but it probably dates 
from the 11th century A.D. 


The castle behind is less impressive as most of the stones have been 
removed and it is now at the mercy of the elements. But it is still worth 
the scramble to the top for the view over the site and the surroundings. 
Across the fields beyond your car is an isolated hill of white rock. To its 
right the gravel road winds off towards Ghom past more fields and villages. 


A few kilometres down this road, across some watercourses, is a 
bridge ascribed (probably inaccurately) to Alexander. This all suggests the 
area used to be much more important than nowadays. An old caravan route 
from Ghom to Ray, avoiding the mountains, certainly came this way; 
but more significantly the irrigation works have been destroyed by flood 
or war and are only now being brought back into use. The water comes 
from the Saveh river which flows north of Ghom. 


Timing this expedition is tricky — to avoid the heat and dust you 
need to go in springtime, but too early and you will have trouble with muddy 
road surfaces. Late April or May are best, but if there is rain about you 
should postpone going till a drier weekend. As a precaution, | would 
strongly recommend you go in convoy with a least one other car ! 
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Tour 25 — Firuzkuh to Semnan 
(65% asphalt, 9 hours travelling) 


This circular tour is one of the best for getting the feel of the wide 
open expanses of Iran, and the scenery is outstanding throughout the first 
three-quarters of the way round. True, there are some long unasphalted 
stretches, but in very few places do these cause any trouble and a good 
speed can be kept up. 


Make an early start, and take the Ab Ali road to Rudehen and then go 
right past Damavand and the Kilan turn (Tour 14). The wide gravel high- 
way keeps to a majestic sloping plateau and passes a string of villages; 
Ain-e-Varzan, Jaban and Sarbandan. Ahead a spectacular ridge looking like 
the Cuilins of Skye rears up, and this signals the gradual fall of the road 
into the narrow and twisty section down into the Dali Chai valley. Here 
the hills show a little more vegetation and the effect is not unlike some 
parts of Greece. 


Climbing up again the plateau scenery is renewed with fantastic 
views forward and to the right over the valley of the Firuzkuh River, at 
the bottom of which the railway winds up from Garmsar towards the 
Caspian. Veering left over a spur the road descends again with more 
superb views to the north (left) over bleak moorlands to high mountains 
beyond. To the right of these mountains is the pass to the Caspian. 


Descending through a short tunnel, you cross the valley of Nim 
Rud, which has pleasant trees downstream. From here it is not far over 
a low agricultural area to the small town of Firuzkuh. This has one 
building of note, an Assassin Castle perched at the top of the rock that 
commands the start of the gorge down towards Garmsar as well as the 
Tehran road. Just to the right by the roundabout is the railway station, 
and a little further on is a petrol pump. 


After a brief stop (potatoes and onions are a good buy here), 
continue about 7 kilometres onwards to a fork, the right hand of which 
goes over a level crossing. This is the Semnan road, which, after a gorge 
of red rocks, follows a valley up through a couple of villages. Suddenly 
the road swings round to the right and winds up over a ridge from where 
there is a glorious view of the valley behind. Over the top and you 
descend into a scenic wonderland of jagged mountains rising out of a 


60 


vy NOILVLS 
AVIV 


ee YVSHYVS 


NWZNYIS 





ROL Sy ee ge ca ae OY 


viv, ov 
Pe aan. a11Sv9 
auynos \ B GON 


es NYWHV@ 9) 


AYOLOV4 se 


aywvys 


N 
NVNW3S 


dwWnd 
10ulad BS Ep e 


AYO LOVS QV ZUYIWHWHS 
NVHOWVA BVULXaL YVSONVS 


61 


smooth, barren floor. We were so entranced we threw all our picnicing 
rules to the wind and had lunch on the top of a little knoll overlooking 
the view. There are few trees around, so if you prefer more shade there 
are better places further along. 


Crossing the large plain ahead, the road follows a dry salty valley 
downwards until it emerges at the edge of the hills. The straight road 
ahead points directly at the oasis of Semnan which can be seen across 
the flat wilderness. Beyond is desert for hundreds of kilometres. 


You pass a village witha conspicuous mosque, then go along the 
flat to a skew cross-roads where the other three roads are asphalted. The 
shortest and recommended route to Semnan goes straight on through 
some interesting suburbs and arrives at the Shah’s statue. The main 
street (Kh. Shah) is straight ahead, but you should first take the station 
road to the right, to visit the excellent Ab Anbar on the left. 


Ab Anbars are curious-looking structures. A porch, decorated in 
this instance, crowns the top of a steep staircase which descends from street 
level to a water tap. Beyond the wall is a reservoir of water fed by ghanats 
(underground water channels excavated by means of long lines of holes 
in the ground). Walk round to the left of the porch and you can see the 
reservoir, stepped and shaped like a beehive, with a little bad-gir on the top 
to catch the breeze and cool the water. 


Go back towards town and take the first right turn to a roundabout 
with the 12 points of the White Revolution on placards around it Just 
short of the roundabout, on the right, you can see a large mud-brick edifice 
which is probably an old fort. In fact most of Semnan, like other desert- 
edge towns, seems largely built of mud — which of course gets eroded 
especially in the rain when the pavements are slippery and treacherous. 


A turn to the right from the roundabout leaves the town behind, and 
you can see traces of a mud-brick town wall. Ahead is the mud-pie scenery 
that constitutes the desert near here. 


Back to the roundabout, go straight on (uphill) and turn left into 
Kh. Shah. Halfway along on the right is a little car park by a modernized 
bazaar, where it is best to leave the car. Opposite is the Shah Mosque, 
worth a look for its florid Ghajar tilework. To the right the old bazaar 
is mercilessly bisected by Kh. Shah — you can explore to the north as far 
as a Hosseiniyeh with another Ab-Anbar; or south to a big concourse. 
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Forking right here brings you to Emamzade Yahya, rather over-elaborately 
decorated with painted tiles. The chief interest here lies in the small 
extension to the right of the courtyard, inside which a carpet weaving 
school is usually in action. Carpets are made in pairs, the instructor doing 
one and calling out the colours to the student who does the other. Hope- 
fully they change places! The results look good but the prices aren't 
cheap. Better stick to the local fruit — lemons or yellow melons from 
nearby Sorkheh. 


Returning to the concourse, take an alley to the left to see the 
Masjed-e-Jomeh. Rebuilding is in progress, and the remains of a fire 
temple have been found at an angle underneath the present building. 
The best part of the mosque is the exquisite Seljuk minaret. At present 
it has a bit of a lean and climbing to the top is discouraged. 


One more sight remains. Taking the street running north from the east 
end of Kh. Shah, you will arrive at a most ornate Ghajar gateway across 
the road. This was the entrance to the Arg or citadel area. The best view 
is from the far side. 


Continuing above the gate you come to a T-junction; this is the main 
road to the east, but you should turn left along it. Very shortly on the left 
is a turn to the Semnan Inn, a government hotel where you can stay or 
get a meal or cup of tea. 


It will be getting late in the day by now, so start your return by 
continuing west along the main road, leaving town by a dual carriageway 
with flowers in the middle. Soon you cross the skew crossroads — keep 
straight on along the road to Garmsar. 


Contrary to what most maps-show, this road is asphalted except for 
One or two short stretches where the road dips down to some fords 
(usually dry). Fast progress is possible but you must watch out for 
sudden dips and bends. Three villages are passed; Sorkheh Now, Lastjerd 
and Deh Namak, the last two with fine old caravanserais. To the left are 
vast expenses of desert, looking less harsh in the evening sun. To the 
right are always the mountains. 


Civilisation reappears with the villages of the melon-growing area below 
Garmsar on the left. You cross a high railway bridge and enter the un- 
inviting-looking town. Keep straight on for the shortest way out, passing 
a petrol pump before reaching the rather remote railway station — the 


63 


point where the two lines for Mashhad and the Caspian diverge. 


The road soon enters awinding valley by a salty stream, where if 
there is still enough light you will see the white crystals above the water’s 
edge. At the end of the valley the road crosses a moorland and enters 
Eivanekay. From here the return route is simple, following that for Tour 14. 


Spring is the best time for this trip, when the vegetation is at its 
freshest; but not too soon after rain. Autumn is nice too, cooler but dusty. 
Perhaps the long days of May and June are the best. 


Tour 26 — Firuzkuh to Shahi 
(65% asphalt, 10 hours travelling) 


Such a long, hard day out as this can only be justified by some pretty 
good scenery en route. Using the Damavand to Firuzkuh road (Tour 25) as 
an aperitif, this tour has just such scenery by virtue of the beautiful wooded 
valley on the way from Firzkuh to the Caspian. 


This tour is a circular one, and can also be done in reverse. If you 
prefer to split the trip up with an overnight stop, then the reverse direction 
is best, since you could leave Tehran on Thursday afternoon and stay the 
night at Babolsar Casino or Sari Inn. For a day trip, however, the direction 
described below is best, as it is easier to return on the good road when 
you are tired. 


The outward route follows the previous tour as far as Firuzkuh You 
diverge from the Semnan road at the fork beyond the town by the level 
crossing (turn left). The first stretch of the road, up to the pass, is across 
bleak moorland with the railway alongside on the right. Once over the 
top the road descends quickly into a deep valley. 


Soon you reach a point where the railway comes out of a tunnel 
underneath the road from the left and disappears into another tunnel on 
the right bank. Further up the mountain slope opposite you can also see 
two or three railway lines with cuttings, embankments and viaducts at 
various heights. These are all part of the one line which takes several tra- 
verses and spirals to lose height. If you are lucky enough to see a train you 
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can trace its progress down the mountainside and through the Swiss- 
style station just down the valley. 


The road continues down the valley to the village of Vereshk, where 
two valleys join, again under the railway. Beyond here an easier gradient 
prevails, and at one point, on the far (right) side of the valley, is a village 
with an Assassin Castle just above it. Here the vegetation is starting to 
become noticeable, with small bushes at first. The views back up the 
valley to the mountains are very good. 


After passing a village and the confluence of a large valley from the 
right (Doab), you swing left over a spur and find yourself above the railway 
town of Pol-e-Sefid, looking more like the Rhondda or Ebbw Vale than 
Iran. The town is little more than a terminus for local trains which run 
up the valley from Sari, but from above the sidings iook enormous. The 
road zigzags down to the valley bottom and crosses the river. 


From the right -bank you can take a landrover expedition into the 
hills beyond — hereabouts are the tomb towers of Lajim and Regset, the 
first notable for its inscription in the old pre-islamic Persian script known 
as Pahlavi. These towers can also be reached from Zirab (see below). 


Below Pol-e-Sefid the valley becomes wider and more fertile, as the 
trees on the hillsides become gradually thicker. The Talar river is used to 
irrigate rice paddies near the valley floor. A turning to the left across the 
river, by an army camp, leads to Alasht, birthplace of Reza Shah. Soon 
you enter the small town of Zirab, situated on a terrace overlooking the 
valley. From here to Shirgah, the next little town, the wooded valley is 
at its best, and a stop for lunch could be made. 


Shirgah is a beautifully sited place — surrounded by woods, and once 
again on a terrace above the river. Past the station the road crosses the rail- 
way and enters the town, with its wood-creosoting factory back on the left. 
The gaily-painted coloured roofs contrast well with the dark green of the 
forests. Just past the factory gates_it is worth going a few yards along a 
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road to the left to a bridge high over the river where a grand view up- 
stream can be seen. 


Leaving Shirgah the valley opens out, and after criss-crossing the 
railway you will eventually reach welcome asphalt and a petrol pump at 
the beginning of the sizeable town of Shahi. There is little to see here; 
at the centre of town a right fork takes you to Sari, capital of Mazanderan, 
with its Government Inn; to the left is the main coast road towards Babol. 


Babol is another medium-sized town on the Mazanderan plain, 
notable less for buildings than for local food produce. Koluche is a sort of 
spongy biscuit, and citrus fruits, jam, and melons are also good to buy here. 
A right turn at the centre of Babol leads to the coast at Babolsar, with its 
casino/hotel by the shore on the far side of the little river. Keep left in 
Babol for another straight flat road to Amol, westermost of this group 
of towns. 


Amol has a couple of interesting buildings, the large brick shrine of 
Mashhad Mir Bozorg (17th cent) and the peculiar minaret of the Masjed-e- 
Askari. But more memorable is the holiday atmosphere, particularly by 
the twin bridges across the Haraz river — complete with park nearby and 
festooned with the usual coloured light bulbs. After the little one-way 
system go left at a roundabout for the Tehran Road. 


After a short run across the plain you enter the wooded lower stretches 
of the Haraz valley, along which are reasonable chelo-kebab and tea-houses 
for those who are getting hungry. As the trees thin out the road enters 
tunnels and climbs up to the right through the first of the many sections 
of rocky gorge on the road. _ These alternate with wider, cultivated spots. 
Eventually you reach Pol-e-Mun, with a bridge down to the left and the 
Ab-Garm road Zigzagging up to the right. 


From here directions are as for Tour 17, but by this time it will be 
getting too dark to see much. However the road is good and the return to 
Tehran fairly easy except in the height of the holiday season. 


The chief obstacles on this trip are wet patches on the lower reaches 
of the Talar Valley and road works further up. The latter are difficult to 
avoid and can sometimes mean long delays if there is blasting. The former 
are difficult to predict as dry weather in Tehran is no guarantee of dry 
weather further north. However the road has a good foundation nearly 
all the time and most puddles are passable without trouble. 
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The driest and most tolerable time is September to October, and 
this is probably the best time for the trip. 


Tour 27 — The Caspian Circular 
(100% asphalt, 10 hours travelling) 


This trip is often the visitor to Iran’s only experience of the 
Caspian region; the scenery is excellent, but the driving is hard going, 
particularly the Chalus Road. A spare driver is worth having, if only 
to take the easier coastal road. 


If you make a good early start (7 am) you can make good time along 
the Ad-Ali to Amol road and reach Amol (Tour 26) by 10.30. Keeping 
left at the roundabout you cross the plain to the coast at Mahmoodabad, 
where you turn left at the T-junction. After about 5 km. take one of the 
tracks off to the right and you can drive to the beach. Here you can 
enjoy a swim and sunbathe and children can play in the sand until lunchtime. 


Leaving the beach by 2.30 at the latest, you continue along the coast 
road, where the wooded slopes on the left gradually get nearer to the road; 
and the density of Tehran-dwellers’ holiday villas with their hideous water 
towers increases. The road leads to the resort of Nowshahr, a contrast of 
tall trees and luxuriant gardens with the garish buildings and lights of the 
town. A left fork avoids the busiest parts. 


Not far beyond is Chalus, a surprisingly pleasant spot near the mouth 
of the river of the same name. It wears a rather mellow look, particularly 
in some of the larger buildings. Here the road to Karaj is a left turn which 
leads up the narrow, leafy valley. 


The twists and turns of this road, which are everywhere tighter and 
narrower than on the Ab Ali route to the Caspian, ease off a little as the 
valley opens out and Marzanabad is reached. From here an interesting 
excursion can be made up the road which goes off to the right to Rudbarak 
in the Kelardasht valley. The area is a centre for walks up the valleys and 
on the Alam Kuh — Takht-e-Soleiman range. 


Beyond Marzanabad the trees are much thinner on the slopes, 
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although grass and shrubs still abound. The road soon enters a very deep 
and spectacular gorge, marred only for the driver by the inadequate road 
width. At the end of the gorge the road turns sharply back up to the left 
and traverses between several zigzags to gain height. 


After the top zigzag the road clings perilously to the hillside, but 
this does not deter some other drivers from overtaking at blind corners or 
generally going too fast. The view over the valley down to the right — for 
passengers only — is an exciting one, with mountain tops appearing over 
the top of the far side. 


Passing a village, the road climbs more steeply again up a valley 
to the left. More traverses bring you to Siah Besheh, the highest village on 
the north side of the pass, and the furthest point from Tehran on Tour 11. 
Not far above is the Kandovan tunnel and beyond it, the descent past 
Gachsar and the Karaj Dam. Night will probably be falling by the time 
you reach Karaj. To return to Tehran, follow the signs to the Freeway— 
you must go straight on, not left, at the central roundabout, until you 
reach the intersection. 


This is obviously a road to avoid on Fridays during the height of 
the summer holiday season, and either road across the mountains may be 
blocked by snow jin winter. April-May and September-November are 
the best periods. 
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CHAPTER 5 
Weekend Trips 


Tour 28 — Hamadan 
(75% asphalt, 14 hours travelling) 
Overnight stop at Bou Ali Hotel, Hamadan. 


Hamadan is yet another of the cities of Iran that has once been its 
capital. In Hamadan’s case it was the capital of the Medes and also the 
summer capital of the Achaemenids (Persians). Little remains from 
those heady times of Iran’s past, but the city today and the journey make 
for a most interesting trip. 


The trip by Paykan to Hamadan should strictly be excluded from 
this book as scheduled Iranair flights by Fokker Friendship have recently 
been started. However, the times are not convenient for a weekend trip 
and many interesting views from the surface would be missed. A 2% day, 
rather than a 1% day weekend is also preferable. 


The circular route, going via Saveh and returning via Ghazvin, is 
preferable but some tourers may not fancy the present long unasphalted 
stretch on the Saveh — Hamadan road and many prefer to go both ways 
via Ghazvin. The Ghazvin route is longer but slightly faster in time. 


So, assuming you set off promptly at Thursday lunchtime, preferably 
having had sandwiches before leaving, head for the Saveh road via Old Karaj 
Road and Ali Shah Evaz to Robat Karim (Tour 12). At the Shah’s statue 
in Saveh turn right and keep straight on past the end of the town. 


The first part of the road is a diversion along an old track, avoiding 
the works on the first stretch of the great new Saveh — Hamadan highway. 
After passing a village you meet the new road and turn right. The road 
lies in a semi-finished state with long piles of stones forming a sort of 
central reservation much of the way. It follows the pleasant valley of the 
Saveh river near which are trees and green spots along the tributary streams 
falling from the mountains opposite. 


A petrol station appears on the right, soon after which is another 
diversion through the large village of Gharghabad. The next section of 
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road is rather badly potholed and by-passes another large village, Nowbaran, 
on the left. Beyond, the road rises to a low summit and then descends 
through rolling country until a plain is reached. In late 1974 the asphalting 
machine was heading slowly Saveh-wards along this stretch so you may 
have a piece of good road to take you up to the main road from Ghazvin 
at Ravan. 


Turning left, the main road soon climbs steadily up towards Hama- 
dan. By this time it will probably be getting dark and the lights of the city 
will be in front of you. On reaching the edge of Hamadan keep straight on 
towards the centre, ignoring the roads left towards Malayer and right to- 
wards Kermanshah. Follow the street up to a large roundabout, Maidan-e- 
Pahlavi, where six roads meet. Here take the second exit from the right 
(Kh. Bou Ali) and some way up on the left is the Bou Ali Hotel. 


In the morning the view towards the mountains (south) is usually 
good and clear. In fact they are quite close, Hamadan being Iran’s highest 
large town at nearly 6,000 feet. Snow on the tops (Mt. Alvand, the highest 
is about 11,000 feet) lasts till July or so, and Hamadan is cooler than Tehran 
for most of the year. 


After breakfast it is time to explore some of the sights. Setting off 
downhill (take your car) the first thing of note on the left is the modern 
tomb of Bou Ali Sina (Avicenna), the famous Iranian medic of the 13th 
century. The tower is inspired by the style of the Gonbad-e-Ghabus and 
Varamin tomb-towers, but manages to look more like a space probe. 
A briet visit to the tomb itself is worthwhile. 


Further down on the left is a group of shops selling the character- 
istic Hamadan pottery. In a small lane behind is a craftsman selling some of 
lran’s finest woodwork. At the square the first road to the left contains, 
on the right only a few yards along, the so-called tomb of Esther and 
Mordecai. It is certainly a very old Jewish building, but whether it dates 
back to biblical times is doubtful. A visit inside can be arranged with 
the custodian who can be found in a building round the back. 


Continuing away from here along Kh. Dariush brings you out of 
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town and, after a few kilometers, to a pair of carved inscriptions on a rock 
face by a branch in a valley. This is known as the Ganj Nameh, and dates 
from the time of Dariush and Xerxes (500 B.C.). These kings are mentioned 
by name and the writing, in three languages, is in the cuneiform (mikhi) 
style — which reads from left to right ! 


The first road from Maidan-e-Pahlavi east of Kh. Bou Ali is Kh. 
Siroos, and this can be followed to reach the stone lion (shir-e-sang). 
To reach this you must turn right at the top of Siroos and then up left 
along a side street. The lion lies on top of a knoll overlooking the edge 
of the town and the mountains. Much disfigured, it is said to come from 
one of the old city gates in the Parthian area, and is still considered potent 
for female fertility ! 


The exit from the square opposite Kh. Bou Ali can also be followed, 
and if you turn to the left along a new road you can reach the best 
architectural monument in Hamadan, the Alavian dome (Gonbad-e-Alavian). 
To see this you must find a school just down an alley on the south (left) 
side of the road. The entrance is through a playground on the right side 
of the alley, and you must ring for the caretaker whom you will need to 
recompense. The tomb is over to the far back left. The stucco work is 
notable, and the whole structure is well-proportioned. There is another 
chamber underneath the main one which is gloriously cool on a hot day. 


Just beyond the turning to the dome, and on the far side, a grassy 
area surrounds another rocket-like monument, that of the poet Baba Taher. 
This is pleasant inside — some of his verses adorn the masonry and there 
are good effects with the light. 


After such a sequence of sightseeing you will be glad to return to the 
hotel for a leisurely lunch. Afterwards it is best to start the return journey 
so that you can take your time en route. 


Descending the slope towards the Saveh turn, wide open views of 
plain are much in evidence, especially to the left. This is interrupted by 
a range of cake-like hills to the left of the road. Passing the large village 
of Razan, the road heads for a gap in the long line of mountains ahead. 
Here you climb steeply over a pass (excellent views to the back) — and 
then down into a gorge which winds through a jumbled landscape of 
tilted rocks. The small town of Araj is passed and you continue to Abgarm 
(e-Hamadan), a spa like its namesake near Damavand. 
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Here a large valley comes in from the left and those who don’t mind 
a late return to Tehran and want to see a pair of lran’s finest old Islamic 
monuments can head up this valley along a track to visit the Seljuk tomb- 
towers of Kharraghan, a pair of masterpieces in the ‘‘octagonal’’ style 
(a couple of hours are needed for this trip). 


The main road straightens and flattens soon after here and a quick 
run brings you to the road junction at Takestan, where you return via 
Ghazvin as in Tour 22. Extreme care is needed on the way back from 
Ghazvin particularly at twilight and after dark. 


This tour is suitable any time from May to November, except for the 
Kharraghan diversion which should be left till September or after. 


Tour 29 — Kashan and Natanz 
(100% asphalt, 10 hours travelling) 


Overnight stop at Kashan Inn. - 


This trip is an excellent opportunity for seeing life in the towns and 
villages round the edge of the desert and for visiting some interesting places 
with contrasting styles and atmospheres. 


Leaving Tehran at Thursday lunchtime you take the Ghom Road 
(see Tour 24 for directions), and continue over hill and plain te Ghom 
itself. 


Ghom is the headquarters of the Shi’ite branch of Islam and the 
Story about every second person on the streets being a mulla is nearly true. 
It is a large city (200,000 souls) and the central area around the shrine of 
Fatimeh, sister of Imam Reza (buried in Mashhad) is an impressive sight. 


As you enter you must take a left fork away from the direction of 
the shrine to a double bridge over the usually dry but wide river bed with 
promenades and the shrine beyond on the right. Park somewhere the 
far side of the bridge and walk right towards the centre. Unless you insist 
On going in Moharram or some other religious day you need not fear moles- 
tation from the inhabitants, although Ghom is far less used to foreign 
visitors than any other Iranian city of comparable size. Hotels are still 
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rudimentary, catering for pilgrims rather than tourists. 


The street broadens into a wide concourse in front of the entrance 
to the shrine, opposite which are some shops and the simple but excellent 
Mihan Restaurant, where you can watch the goings on fairly discreetly. 
The view over the shrine, with its domes, mirrors, tiles and variety of 
minarets is especially memorable at sunset. 


Good things to buy in Ghom are the pottery — darker and more 
decorated than Hamadan ware —and the brittle circular butterscotch 
(Sohan) sold in tins. 


The Kashan road continues the line of the*®bridges onward to the 
south-east, and this is your way out of town. If you have time a group of 
Emamzadehs near the Kashan Gate can be visited. 


Once it has extricated itself from the final straggling suburbs the road 
runs dead straight alongside the desert with low mountains on the right. 
The 100 km. distance to Kashan takes little more than an hour. Turn right 
at the first roundabout in the town along Kh. Saba and the Inn is on 
the right a couple of hundred yards along. 


Kashan is famous in Iran for four things: textiles (velvet and brocade), 
mosaic tiles (Kashi), scorpions and rose water. In addition it has the unique 
Royal Garden of Fin which earns a place in history by being the place where 
the Amir Kabir (Great Ruler), Mirza Taghi Khan, forward-looking Prime 
Minister of Nasreddin Shah, was murdered in a bath on the Shah’s orders 
in 1852, an action which dealt a coup de grace to Iran’s attempts to pull 
itself out of inertia at that time. This is our first port of call. 


Continue along the street the hotel is in, away from the main road, 
and after about 6 km you come to the entrance to the garden. It is 
associated with an excellent spring and the glorious tall evergreen trees 
in the courtyard and the network of little jubes are memorable. In the 
centre is a pavilion with paintings on the ceiling, dating from the 17th 
century. On the right is a small museum and on the left are the baths, 
modernised for use since the foul deed was done. 


On the way back a tall mound can be seen behind the houses, and 
this is Tappeh Sialk, site of an ancient civilization dating back to 5000 B.C. 
If you can find the track you can climb to the top for a view over Kashan — 
but mind the hornets. 
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Returning to the town, take the first main street to the right (Kh. 
Baba Afzal). On the left is an Emamzadeh with a painted pyramidal roof 
typical of Kashan. On the right down an alley is the large Masjed-e-Jomeh, 
with a bulbous brick dome. The Bazaar area cuts across the street, and you 
can see how the present system of straight line streets has simply been 
forced onto the previous maze of alleys with mud-brick buildings. The 
large central square (Maidan-e-Kamal-ol-Molk) is very obviously superimposed 
on the old street pattern. 


From the square you can visit the remaining monuments which are: 
a large 19th century Madrasseh to the S.W.; another conical roofed Emam- 
zadeh to the S.E.; the large Masjed-e-Maidan in Maidan-e-Feyz; and the 
tomb of Shah Abbas the Great in another large Emamzadeh in the E. 
quarter of town beyond Kh. Pahlavi. None of these are outstanding by, 
say, the standards of Esfahan, so by noon you can set off by car again to 
Natanz, continuing along the main Kh. Pahlavi which runs straight through 
the town from the Ghom Road. 


The drive to Natanz is fast but pleasant. First there are wide views 
over the edge of the desert to the left; to the right is the Ghamsar area where 
the roses for the rosewater are grown. Then the road widens through a 
badland area of rocky escarpments, after which it shoots across a sloping 
plain towards a spiky-looking mountain of about 13,000 feet (Kuh-e-Karkas). 
It drops down to a valley before a final pass takes you over into the sur- 
prising high-plateau orchards of Natanz, backed by the mountains on the 
right. 


Take the asphalted left turn into the town (the main road passes it 
on the right) and then left again to the Government Inn where you can have 
a good lunch. Afterwards take the car further along the far side of town 
where, on the right, is a cluster of superb religious buildings by a large 
tree. The first to catch the eye is the tall minaret which has unfortunately 
lost its top piece. The first building by the tree is a brilliantly decorated 
tiled doorway which belonged to a Khaneghah (monastery). Then comes an 
Emamzadeh with the usual pyramid roof. Then a passage leads downwards 
into the main Masjed-e-Jomeh. To the left of the passage you can Iook 
through a grille into the Emamzadeh where you can see the excellent stucco 
work it contains. The courtyard of the mosque is down some steps, and the 
smallness of it is emphasized by four high ivans (porches). All these 
buildings are of around the same date, namely 1300-1325 A.D. 
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Down an alley opposite the group you can walk to a Hosseiniyeh, 
while behind the buildings alleys take you to remains of a fire temple. 
These seem to be rather mixed up in the back gardens of the houses and 
are identifable mainly by the large stone masonry. 


To the right of the buildings, and down another street to the right, 
is the Natanz pottery, a small enterprise but well known in Iran. A special 
series of designs are made, with light pink and yellow tones with rabbits in 
corn or birds in flowers. Nice, but the pots weren’t very water-tight and 
they may be cheaper in Kourosh Department Store. 


Eventually you have to tear yourselves away from this lovely spot 
and return to the trials of Tehran. Mercifully most of the road is quick, 
and you can have tea in Ghom and see the shrine at sunset if you time it 
right. The Ghom Road to Tehran can be busy but you will feel you have 
had a good weekend when you get home. 


The Kashan area is very hot and dry in high summer, so this trip is 
best done in spring (April — May) or autumn (October — November). 


Tour 30 — Semnan and Damghan 
(80% asphalt, 13 hours travelling) 


Overnight stop at Semnan Inn or Hotel Talai. 


Although the buildings in Semnan itself have already been covered in 
another tour (Tour 25), an overnight stop there can give you more time to 
see these or to visit a few places round about. If you have more than one 
day to spare, so much the better. 


The most interesting place reachable from Semnan is the town of 
Damghan, 100 km. to the N.E along the old Khorasan Road. This road is 
not yet completely asphalted, but the stretches of gravelled or natural sur- 
face, winding through the arid country and passing caravanserais, give a 
better idea of travel in lran before the modern age. 


The road leaves Semnan, passing the Hotel Talai on the left and a 
petrol pump on the right. After a long straight ascent it passes over a summit 
and into a small valley, where the asphalt stops before a village. You then 
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climb through rocky scenery to a steppe where you pass a Caravanserai. 
Later there is a thin asphalt strip under the dust in the centre of the carriage- 
way, but that gives out and soon you reach Ghusheh, a group of transport 
cafes with a village off to the right. 


At this point the landscape becomes open and desertlike, and the first 
excursion emphasizes this. Follow a signposted track to the right (it goes 
to a railway station). It crosses dry, stony ground until it meets tracks from 
the village and crosses watercourses. By an old ghanat a right turn takes you 
into the meagre but extensive remains of what was probably the capital of 
Iran in Parthian times, now known as Shahr-e-Ghomis. There are only 
a few buildings standing, and everything has been washed away by sudden 
rain and floods. The pottery on the ground may or may not be original, and 
the only edifices left may in fact date from much later. Quite why a capital 
city should be located in such an apparently godforsaken spot one is well 
left wondering. 


The main road continues over the wide plain, with high mountains 
on the left. Those with binoculars may be able to identify the rock in them 
crowned by one of the strongest of the Assassin Castles, Gerdkuh — but 
a four-wheel drive is preferable for getting nearer to it. Some interesting 
villages are passed further on, with orchards and fancy mud-brick walls, 
and soon the larger oasis of Damghan appears ahead.!. 


There is a central road junction in Damghan where most streets seem 
to meet, and you can park nearby. Taking the road to the left, towards the 
mountains, and then turning left brings you to the Chehel Dokhtaran (40 
maidens) tower, recently restored to good condition. Off to the right back 
along the way you came (Pahlavi) are the remains of an old monastery 
(Khaneghah). 


Going straight on, slightly left, is the main road out of town, but 
on the right is the bulk of the old quarter. Down some alleys you can find 
your way to the Pir-e-Alamdar, one of the finest and most individual tomb- 
towers in Iran, dated 1021 A.D. Further on to the right is the Masjed-e- 
Emam Hossein (formerly Masjed-e-Jomeh), not very old itself but possessing 
a superb slim Seljuk minaret of a type similar to that in Semnan, although 
the top of it has been lost. Beyond this an alley leads on to meet the road 
coming from the main square towards the S.E. Continuing along this 
road, another minaret similar to the previous one appears on the right, also 
without a top which was probably lost in the same thunderstorm. Behind 
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is another mosque, this time reputedly the oldest in Iran, the Tarik-Khana. 
The style is certainly quite different from the usual four-ivan layout of Iran: 
a forest of round pillars on the Arabic style supports a succession of para- 
bolic barrel vaults (the big one restored recently) in the Sassanian (pre- 
Islam) style. 


Sassanian remains can be seen by continuing along the street out of 
town to the railway and along to the left to the remains of Tappeh Hessar, 
another of the abandoned desert-edge cities of the area. Among the more 
noticeable ruins here is what is reckoned to be a late Sassanian palace. 


Besides Damghan, two shorter excursions can be made using Semnan 
as a base. One is to take the road north into the mountains, which leaves 
the Khorasan Road just to the east of the turning to the Ghajar gateway. 
It is asphalted for about 25 kilometres, which takes you through one fruit- 
growing village, Sangsar, to a second bigger one, Shahmirzad. The mountain 
scenery is stark but less vertical than further west, and the valley is pleasantly 
quiet. With daring or a 4-wheel drive you can continue northwards on tracks 
to Fulad Mahalleh where you may be able to find a way down to the 
Caspian near Sari. 


The other excursion is to take the road south from Semnan to get a bit 
of desert atmosphere. The road, starting by the railway station, continues 
in fact for over 300 kilometres to Jandagh, on oasis where more tracks- 
connect with Yazd and Tabas. 


To do all these trips properly requires more than just a one-night stop 
in Semnan. Obviously it is better if you can stay for two nights or can set 
off on a Thursday morning. You can of course combine it with Tour 25, 
or alternatively include it as part of the longer trip to Bastam and 
Gonbad (Tour 34). 


It is also advisable to keep off the unasphalted roads (the Damghan 
Road and the desert track) after rain or snow or before late March. 
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Tour 31 — Rasht and Ramsar 
(90% asphalt, 12 hours travelling) 


Overnight stop at Hotel Zibakenar. 


The western part of the Caspian coast is well worth visiting, and if 
you are unable to get a chance to stay for longer, this weekend trip allows 
you to see a little of the area. 


The more popular plan is to stay in the hotels of Ramsar or Bandar 
Pahlavi, but the Zibakenar, kilometres from anywhere on a beautiful 
coastline, is a better place to get away from it all. 


Start as soon.as you can on Thursday and take the road to Rasht via 
the Karaj Freeway, Ghazvin Road and Manjil Dam (Tour 21). Continuing 
down past the dam, the dark gorge with the large Sefid Rud river and the 
evergreens dotted on the hillside widens at the town of Rudbar, which 
Straggles on both sides of the river before the main road crosses it by a 
new bridge. 


A wider stretch of valley which quickly becomes greener leads to an- 
other wooded defile where a second smaller dam diverts the water through 
a long tunnel to the left to irrigate the Fowmen area west of Rasht. Soon 
after here the valley emerges onto the coastal plain and the road bends left 
Over grassy and wooded hills until it crosses the plain into Rasht. 


Rasht is famous among other things for its rain, which is so frequent 
that the townsfolk carry umbrellas most of the time. Just before the busy 
central roundabout, on the left, is a group of shops selling fancy carved 
woodwork which is the best buy here. To the right is the aptly-named 
Bazaar-e-Shik and to the left past the town hall a street leads to the large 
Sabzi Maidan, more of a park than a roundabout. 


Taking the north exit from the main square to the right of the town 
hall the road swings round to the right and left before passing the airport 
and crossing the plain. You pass a large village just over a bridge (Khamam) 
and then you soon reach the coast. Zibakenar is signposed to the right, 
but if you have time you can keep left for a quick visit to Bandar Pahlavi. 
This is an industrial town, a small port and a seaside resort all rolled into 
one, the town grouped around the inlet which drains the waters of the 
Mordab (lagoon) behind, where shooting and fishing can be enjoyed... 
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Sturgeon is also landed and caviar processed here. 


The road to Zibakenar is a gravel one, and would be fast going were it 
not for the ubiquitous potholes. 28 kilometres of swerving round these, 
villages, and wandering cows, brings you to the Hotel which is down a drive 
to the left. 


If you don’t mind a late return along the Chalus Road, then it is 
worth spending some of the next morning here. There is good bathing or 
pleasant relaxation on the beach or by the hotel. If you like riding, the 
lively local horses can be hired for a canter by the sea, and might provide 
useful practice for Tour 32 (Alamut). There is also water skiing. 


Beyond Zibakenar the road is not brilliant, and the best route is to 
cut back south via Lasht Neshar or Bandar Farahnaz to Astaneh, a village 
with shrines on the main road from Rasht to Ramsar and Chalus. Turning 
left at the junction soon brings you to Lahijan, where the Government Inn 
by a lake at the far end of town is a suitable spot for lunch. 


Lahijan is the centre of the Gilan tea-growing industry, a contrast to 
the rice paddies of Rasht. It also contains one or two old buildings, 
mainly near the bazaar south of the main street; 3 kilometres beyond is the 
pagoda-like shrine of »f Sheikhanevar, nicely set among the trees on a slope 
above the road. 
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Continuing through Langrud and Rudsar brings you to the ‘Riviera’ 
of the Caspian coast, which starts at the costentatious hotel and casino 
complex at Ramsar. After this comes Shahsavar, and then a pleasant stretch 
where the wooded hills come nearer to the sea again leads to Chalus. Here 
fork right over the river for the Tehran road (Tour 27). 


This tour is best done in the off-season, otherwise hotels will be booked, 
and the roads very slow going. April, May, September and October are 
best; although the weather can be unpredictable outside high summer. If 
you are lucky this can be an extremely pleasant weekend. 


80 


CHAPTER 6 
3 or 4 Day Expeditions 


Tour 32 — Alamut 
(55% asphalt — 9 hours by car plus 5 hours on horseback) 


One night at Ghazvin Inn, plus one night camping 
or in a farmhouse. 


It is sometimes difficult to think why so much importance is placed 
on this trip when you see the rather meagre remains of the castle which you 
go to such lengths to visit. But yet it certainly is the most memorable of 
all the tours round Tehran. One can only assume that it is the challenge of 
the travelling itself, together with the scenery, the isolated villages and the 
off-the road feeling that excites the soul to such heights, not forgetting the 
romance of the history of the Assassins and their castles. 


On the first day an easy afternoon run takes you to Ghazvin by the 
usual route. The Ghazvin Inn is recommended as an overnight stop, but 
other hotels of varying standards are available. Whatever you do you should 
make arrangements to leave at the crack of dawn as a long day is ahead of you. 


Starting not later than 7.00 a.m. then, set off back along the Tehran 
Road. About 2-3 kilometres past the last roundabout, you pass the Alum- 
tek factory on the right, and just past here the main road bends to the right. 
At the bend is a cluster of signs and a good gravel road forks off slightly 
to the left. 


You should follow this road for no less than 100 kilometres, as it 
winds first of all up to a pass across the southern ridge of the Alborz, then 
down a long way to cross the Shah Rud river by a good bridge. Up the other 
side the road swings right over smooth foothills to the first village of 
Dikkin. Then after descending and ascending you come to a larger village, 
Moallem Kelayeh. 


Before continuing through the village, it is good form to register 
details of your intended journey with the gendarmerie on the left, so that 
they can help in case you get into difficulties. 


The road through the village has to be taken slowly, preferably with the 
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passengers unloaded, as there are many irrigation ditches, the sides of which 
can foul the underside of the car. The main street is quite a long one, and 
the village seems to be quite an important centre with schools and shops. 
There is a good valley up to the left under a very spiky rock face; this 
leads to another castle, that of Maymun Dez. A dirt road continues beyond 
Moallem Kelayeh, and this crosses one low col and rises towards another, 
when suddenly the ground starts to fall away to the left and ahead as you 
approach the Alamut valley (a northern tributary of the Shah Rud) from 
the north. On the left is a deep and green side valley with villages. Ahead 
the road zigzags steeply down the slope into the valley. 


The view from this point is a very exciting one; the steep slopes on 
the far side of the Alamut Valley show a number of small green patches, 
and below and to the left is a large area of rice paddies, the patterns of the 
terraces showing up clearly. The road to the castle goes on up the valley 
to the far side of these fields. 


The road descends to the village of Shahrak, where a rock crowned 
by a rather dull group of buildings stands up out of the sea of rice fields. 
By the entrance to the village, however, turn sharp right further down the 
slope and follow the road downstream to cross the Alamut river by a 
bridge at the top of a gorge. 


Having crossed you should swing round to the left up-stream again. 
Another road goes off to the right down the gorge, and this is an alternative 
route to the Ghazvin-Karaj Road via Shirkuh which is probably better 
done by 4 wheel drive. It would seem easier to return than to come by that 
route as the junction on the main road is hard to find unless you know it. 


The road continues on, clinging to a terrace above the valley floor. 
The stones and irrigation ditches gradually get worse, but it is worth keeping 
going. The little farm on the left after a ford is Parsavar, where with the 
permission of the farmer you can find a suitable camping spot or may even 
be invited to use a room in the farmhouse. Not far beyond is another 
village, Mahmoodabad, which is a suitable place for hiring your horses/ 
mules/donkeys as the road beyond becomes more difficult. You could also 
look for accommodation here by seeking out the village headman — this 
is the proper practice in any of these villages. 


Continuing by car means crossing two fords, the second across the 
Alamut river, to reach the next village. Although this is feasible in the dry 
season the loose stones can make it a bit difficult for a Paykan. However, 
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if you can make it, you can hire mules at the next village (Shotorkhan), 
which will be correspondingly cheaper. 


Inflation is hitting the charges for hiring mules and in 1974 the price 
seemed to be 250 rials each from Mahmoodabad. Furthermore the saddles 
are rather uncomfortable and you will feel it after 4 hours or so ! Neverthe- 
less you set out on a variety of mounts along the path, crossing the two 
fords and forking left into Shotorkhan. 


Above the village the track descends to a river coming down from 
the mountains to the north and heads upstream a little way until it pulls 
up right by zigzags into a pleasant leafy lane. Past this is a more open plain, 
and then more lanes which lead to a little Emamzadeh at the top of a deep 
canyon. The Alamut rock can be seen clearly ahead. 


The track descends and ascends this canyon which tends to be a bit 
exciting for non-expert riders. Not far beyond you enter the large village 
of Gazur Khan which lies below the rock. The track climbs steeply through 
and up to a clump of trees beyond which the mules take their rest and you 
continue on foot. 


It is best to take with you one or two of the boys who lead the mules 
and/or a boy from Gazur Khan on the final ascent. For the thirsty a good 
spring lies just below the track on the right a little further up. After this you 
follow a track round to the right over stony ground to the neck which 
separates the rock from the ridge to the left. The overhangs of the rock 
look quite unclimable from this point. 


You now traverse the far side of the rock along a precarious path 
between the rock face above and a scree below, and then climb up to the 
right at the easiest point to emerge on the summit ridge. 


The view from the top is fantastic: behind you have a dark valley 
below the high ridges of the Alborz, and in front you look over Gazur 
Khan village to the valleys beyond and the mountains across the Alamut 
valley. 


Just to the left of where you arrive is a convenient little cave for a 
shady rest. Further to the left you can reach the eastern parts of the castle 
by a perilous path round the front. 


The main remains are to the right, and a path climbs up the back side 
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through wnat was probavly the old gate. At the top ts a square stone ruin, but 
this is possibly part of a building later than the Assassin Castle. Further on 
are more remains, some of which involve tricky scrambles down the side of 
the rock to get to. Most fascinating is the fact that the rock had its own 
water supply, traces of which can be seen. 


You can scramble down the cliff near the west end of the rock, but 
unless your insurance premiums are fully paid-up it is better to return the 
way you came, which is quite hair-raising enough. You will be glad to get 
back to the spring by the mules for a well-earned drink. 


Descending by mule seems to be much harder on the rider than 
ascending, so you may find it worth walking some of the way. The mules 
go surprisingly fast, though ! You can then remount for the river crossings 
back to Mahmoodabad. 


Returning to your lodgings or campsite, you will have no difficulty 
in dropping off to sleep after a meal. 


Next day the journey back to Tehran can be taken reasonably 
leisurely. 


There are a number of other Assassins Castles nearby, but the one 
known as Alamut which you have visited was the nerve centre of the chain 
and is known locally as Oaleh-ye-Hassan-as-Sabbah, after the “‘“Old Man of 
of the Mountains’’ who founded the Assassins order. The best preserved of 
them is at Lammassar, up a tributary of the Shah Rud in a N.W. direction 
from the bridge on the road back. 


If you have a full three days you can fit in a different schedule, by 
driving to Mahmoodabad and then walking up to Gazur Khan on the first 
day. Then you can do the rock on the second day, returning to the same 
lodgings, and return on the third day. For this method you obviously need 
to arrange accommodation at Gazur Khan village and you will have to bring 
all your baggage up to the village by rucksack or by hired mule. 


Just a word about the riding which perhaps sounds more difficult 
than it is. Included in the hire price will be a couple of boys who will lead 
the mules, so that no equestrian expertise on your part is necessary. Extras 
of a few tomans are normal for “food for the mules” and for your guides 
as a tip. 
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The Alamut Valley is rather lower in altitude than Tehran, and can 
get rather hot and sticky on summer days but quite cool at night. The best 
time for the tour is September or October, but it is essential to go well pre- 
pared with food, utensils and bedding. Taking a tent is a worthwhile pre- 
caution even if you don’t have to use it. 


Tour 33 — Pahlavi Dezh 
(90% asphalt, 14 hours travelling) 


One night at Hotel Miami, Gorgan and one at Sari Inn. 


Once every week, on Thursdays from 7 till 9 in the morning, a unique 
sight can be seen at the large village of Pahlavi Dezh north of Gorgan and 
east of the Caspian. This is the market day of the Yomut Turkomans, a 
Mongol-featured tribe who inhabit the steppe between Gorgan and the 
U.S.S.R. border. 


To see this spectacle you need to leave Tehran on a Wednesday after- 
noon, and, stopping only where necessary, drive like the wind to Gorgan and 
stay overnight at the reasonably well appointed Hotel Miami. The route is 
along the Ab Ali road from Tehran, then turn right in Amol for Babol, 
Shahi and Sari. Beyond Sari the road passes Neka and Behshahr before 
you reach Gorgan (420 Km from Tehran). The hotel fronts on to the 
central roundabout, opposite you and to the right as you arrive from Tehran. 


You shouldset off in the morning about 7.30 (earlier if you intend 
serious purchasing at the market) and you can leave your belongings for 
when you return. Take the road downhill from the roundabout which 
leads towards the railway station, but when you reach the by-pass turn right 
and then left at the next junction. The road is well gravelled, and after only 
about 15 Km through cotion fields it crosses an old bridge over the Gorgan 
river and you have arrived in Pahlavi Dezh. 


Just ahead the town centre is marked by a little roundabout with 
railings which becomes part of the market. For parking, the road to the 
right (Kh. Ghabus) is probably best, and there is a petrol pump at the end of it. 


The market immediately catches the eye through the strange assort- 
ment of ethnic types that throng the streets. The slant-eyed Turkomans with 
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their top-heavy black Karakol hats are most noticeable, but there are even 
turbaned Baluchis as well. The Turkoman women have the superb dresses 
of bright colours and gold braid which are common to tribeswomen from 
Fars to Gilan. 


Much of the actual market is for pretty ordinary commodities, but 
two special sections are worth a detailed visit. Both are reached by taking 
the street from the centre which is opposite the Gorgan Road. 


The first is the carpet section — the typical Turkoman rugs with their 
deep reds are hung over every available wall, railing and pavement. Prices 
are not necessarily any cheaper than Tehran, so don’t expect give-away 
bargains. 


The second is the livestock section, in a square off to the left. This 
is not a market for trading large volumes of animals as in Europe or bigger 
Iranian cities, but for small transactions of a few animals, whether sheep, 
goats, cows, camels or horses. To all interested in horses it is the last which 
will be of most interest, but you are unlikely to pick up a thoroughbred 
show horse here. 


After an hour or two you will probably be quite relieved to return 
to Gorgan for a leisurely second (or late first) breakfast. Later you can 
think about an excursion to the forest park south of the town, which is 
reached by taking the road uphill from the roundabout for about 10 Km. 
Within Gorgan itself there is one building worth seeing, the Emamzadeh 
Nur, an octagonal tomb tower which contains good decoration inside. 
This is off to the right of Kh. Pahlavi, i.e. the Tehran road, down an alley 
just after the roundabout. 


Continuing back along the Tehran road you can make a diversion 
down to the coast after the turn to Kordkuy, but here the coast is only that 
of a large lagoon, the Gulf of Gorgan (formerly Astarabad). Bandar Shah, 
10 Km to the north (right), is the point at which the Trans-lranian Railway 
reaches the Caspian. 


Remains of an old wall stretch from the coast to the mountains here 
at the shortest point (see Sylvia Matheson’s book), and this was presumably 
a defence against the steppe tribes. 


Further on, just off the road to the left where the treeclad slopes 
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come near to the road, is the charming village of Tirtash. Soon, however, 
you come to Behshahr, a busy town overlooked by a large building on a 
hill which was originally a Safavid royal palace. To the S.E. are some lime- 
stone caves (again see Sylvia Matheson’s book). 


Passing Neka the road comes to Sari, capital of Mazandaran. Here the 
wooded hills draw back from the road and the effect is very much of a Eu- 
ropean town. A by-pass goes round the north of the town, and at the far 
end on the left by a large roundabout is the Government Tourist Inn. 


Sari itself is noteworthy only for two solid tomb-towers side by side 
just off one of the main streets, and for its distant views of Damavand. 
Otherwise it is of most use as a base for visits to the coast, and you could 
profitably spend the last day on the beach at Farahabad or Babolsar 
before returning to Tehran. 


If you prefer, you could make a two day trip of this, returning 
directly from Gorgan to Tehran on the Thursday. This would be more 
appropriate if. you are making the tour in the winter months. Otherwise 
the summer is preferable, though the busy season in July and August is 
best avoided. 


Tour 34 — Bastam and Gonbad 
(75% asphalt, 18 hours travelling) 


One night at Semnan Inn, one night in Shahpasand or Gonbad 
and one optional night at Sari Inn or Babolsar Casino. 


The objectives of this ambitious trip are firstly, to visit the complex 
of religious buildings at Bastam, north of Shahrud; secondly to cross the 
Alborz by the little-known Shahrud — Shahpasand route; and thirdly, to 
see the great monument at Gonbad-e-Ghabusand some other remains nearby. 


The trip can be done in 3 days, by returning directly from Gonbad 
to Tehran on the third day. However a fourth day gives you a relaxing day 
on the coast at Farahabad or Babolsar. If you have a fifth day, you can also 
include visits to Shahr-e-Ghomis and Damghan (Tour 30) on the way and 
stop an extra night in the Shahrud Inn. 


The first day is a half-day, and you should leave Tehran for Semnan 
via Garmsar straight after lunch or the end of your work. Next morning 
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continue to Damghan, and from there keep straight on to Shahrud, along 
a good, recently asphalted road. 


Just before you reach the large village of Mehmandust on the right, 
you can see a tower at the bottom right of the houses. This dates from 
1096 A.D. and you can reach it by taking a track just before the village starts. 


Shahrud is not a place of great antiquity, having attained its present 
size largely because of the railway. Previously Bastam to the north was the 
more important. All the same it is a very pleasant spot, with large orchards 
and trees reaching right up to the rocky edge of the mountains to the 
north. The long main street leads up to a bridge where the Khorasan Road 
forks right for its long journey across the edge of the desert to Sabzevar. 
The road to Bastam (still asphalted) forks left and follows a stream through 
a gap in the low mountain ridge. Bastam can soon be seen in the trees on 
the left, and a left turn by some large walls takes you into its centre. By the 
crossroads is the gateway to the shrine of Sheikh Bayazid, a local religious 
leader of Sufi inclinations. ! 


You should hire chadors for your womenfolk and then proceed into 
the courtyard of the shrine. To the right is the shrine itself, with two 
conical towers beside it. To the left is a large Mongol gateway with stucco 
work under the entrance. This was probably the original approach to the 
shrine. Round to the right on the outside of the group you can get a good 
look at the charming little Seljuk minaret attached to the wall, with its 
decorative top and egg-shaped canopy. 


Taking the street to the left from the cross roads, i.e. south alongside 
the back of the shrine, you come to the second complex of religious build- 
ings, centred on the Masjed-e-Jomeh. There is some good stucco work to 
be seen in the mosque, which is also of Mongol date, and to the left is a 
tomb-tower of the same style as those of Ray and Varamin, this time 
with an oval-shaped dome on the top. 


As you leave the village a large wooden-porticoed building near the 
crossroads looks interesting. Continuing left along the main road the asphalt 
takes you just past a village. Then there is a moderate gravel road with 
fairly easy gradients up a valley and over the top of the Khosh Yailagh Pass, 
from which a superb view, especially to the north, can be seen. You can 
follow the line of the road round a big sweep to the right through the village 
of Khosh Yailagh, then left again through a winding gorge. Beyond this 
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you can see long shrub-covered ridges as the height of the mountains de- 
creases towards the plain. 


You now take this road, where after the gorge the road turns sharp 
left by a village, and follows a winding wooded valley with rice fields in 
the valley bottom. Avoiding cows and rocks in the road, you make your 
way down until you cross the river. Hereabouts the sides of the valley 
are thickly wooded and the autumn views are superb. Not far ahead the 
road emerges on the plain by a village and you regain asphalt in the small 
main-road town of Shahpasand. 


Turn right through the town and on the far side is the Rezvan, one 
possible overnight stopping place. Alternatively continue on, keeping to 
the left fork for Gonbad, until you reach the town of Gonbad-e-Ghabus. 


Gonbad seems a sizeable town, with quite a pattern of modern 
streets, but many trappings of civilization seem to have so far passed it by. 
In 1974 only small simple hotels could be found, but a racecourse is due 
to open here and it is likely that a new hotel will be built soon. In the mean- 
time the Kakh in Kh. IKakh, (turn right at main square) is cheap and 
convenient. 


The town is thick with Turkomans, easily recognised by their faces 
if not their hats. It seems that at last town life is drawing the tribesmen 
from their nomadic ways, though a town full. of sedentary Turkoman 
tribesmen does seem a bit incongruous. Carpet shops selling Turkoman 
rugs are a tempting trap for visitors. 


In the morning your first visit should be to the monument which 
gives the town iis name. It can be reached by taking the main street to 
the north from the main square, and is on the right about ”% Km along. 


The extraordinary height (nearly 200 ft.) is emphasised by its being 
built on a large artificial mound. The slim, pencil-like features suggest 
a modern building, but the tower was built in 1006 A.D; and that date, 
and the name of the ruler whose tomb it contained, Ghabus Ibn Vashmgir, 
are written in the band of writing that surrounds the tower about 1/8 
of the way up. 


Further out of town across the river, you can see remains of the 
defensive wall, known as Sadd-e-Eskandar (Alexander’s Wall) but probably 
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built by the Sassanians. Judging from the number of times Gonbad 
(formerly Jorjan) has been overrun it has not been of much use. If you 
are lucky you may see some of the Turkoman yurts (tents) nearby, no 
doubt containing the descendants of the hordes it was built to keep out. 


There is little to see of the original site of Gonbad (Jorjan), which 
makes the survival of the tower even more noteworthy. However, if 
you like wandering round ancient mounds you can find these a few 
kilometres west of the town. There are also two famous prehistoric sites 
in these parts, those of Yarim Tappeh, not far from the Shahpasand road, 
and Turang Tappeh, north of the road from Shahpasand to Gorgan. 


Heading back west in this direction takes you back to Gorgan, 
from where you can go on to Sari or Babolsar for your overnight stop, 
and then take an easy day on the coast before returning to Tehran. 


Winter and early spring are unsuitable from the road point of 
view, and high summer is worth avoiding to miss the seaside traffic. 
Otherwise this route is fairly suitable for any time. 


Tour 35 — Ardebil 


Overnight stops: 

Rasht (Ordibehesht) or Bandar Pahlavi 
Ardebil Inn 

Mianeh Inn 


This part of Iran is not very easy to get to at the present time. How- 
ever, if you have enough days to spare, this tour provides excellent scenic 
contrasts, interesting views of provincial life, and one of Iran’s notable mo- 
numents. 


The first day’s travelling can just about be done if you start after 
lunch or early in the afternoon. You should make for Rasht (Tour 31) 
by the normal route. The Hotel Ordibehesht is at the end of a short cul- 
de-sac just beyond the Town Hall, by the main square. Alternatively you 
can stay at Bandar Pahlavi. 
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Next morning continue beyond Bandar Pahlavi. The wet Gilan plain 
becomes a narrower coastal strip below an unbroken line of wooded slopes. 
The road crosses many fast-flowing streams which come down from the 
mountains beyond. 


The road leads on to Astara, a fairly ordinary town were it not for the 
fact that it lies on the border with the USSR. Here there is a tourist inn 
where you can spend time on the beach nearby or take lunch. 


No formalities are normally necessary to continue on the next stretch, 
which runs near to the border. But you are advised to keep to the road and 
not spend too long with your binoculars in one spot — otherwise there may 
be an exchange of stiffly-worded telegrams. The road is a rough but 
exciting one; in following the Astara river upwards it climbs to 3000 feet 
in a fairly short distance. As you leave the vegetation behind, it is worth- 
while stopping a few times to admire the view back down to the Caspian. 
Once over the summit the road crosses open country, passing the village of 
Arpa Tappeh. Later you cross the Qareh Su river (flowing west, then 
north into the Aras) and soon enter Ardebil. 


The Tourist Inn can be found at the extreme far end of town, 
Straight along the main Kh. Pahlavi. 


Ardebil today is quite a sizeable town (90,000), and is the centre of 
a large, scattered and rather desolate farming area. Its fame is largely 
historical, being the home town of the Safavids, the house to which Shah 
Abbas belonged. The one group of buildings of note surrounds the 
mausoleum of Sheikh Safi, who gave his name to the line. A curious 
huddle of three towers, the largest with diagonal lettering patterns on the 
side and a decorated dome, covers the shrine itself. Inside are painted and 
tapestried walls and niches, and beautiful carpets. The tombs themselves 
are delicately carved and inlaid in wood. Outside the shrine the restored 
tilework looks very good. The entrance to the monument is in a little 
square with a modern blue statue, a few hundred metres to the west 
along Kh. Sheikh Safi. 


Apart from these buildings Ardebil has little to offer, except for the 
bazaar, which is worth a visit. Carpets, saddle rugs and saddle bags are of 
interesting tribal designs (Shahsavan) and are sometimes cheaper here. But 
before leaving the Ardebil area, an excursion can be made by taking a road 
to the northwest to the spa village of Sar ‘Ain, which lies on the slopes of 
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the large mountain mass of Kuh-e-Savalan, second highest in Iran and like 
Damavand, an old volcano. Another excursion worth making is to Kel- 
khoran just to the north, where there is the mausoleum of Sheikh Safi’s 
father, restored in Safavid times. 


Leave Ardebil on the Tabriz road via Sarab. The short cut via Kivi 
may look good, but it is not recommended as the surface is poor and the 
going slow. On the main road you pass Nir and cross a low pass on a 
rough surface before descending to Sarab, 100 Km. from Ardebil. 68 
kilometres further on over a newly asphalted stretch you will reach 
Bostanabad, near the Tabriz-Tehran road, only 60 Km. from Tabriz. 
The main road is good, and turning to the left takes you quickly to 
Mianeh, where the Tourist Inn provides your third overnight stop. The 
Inn is on the left on the old road into town which forks off right as you 
come in from Bostanabad. 


Starting back the following day, you can return to Tehran along the 
main road at an easy pace. You soon cross the River Ghezel Owzan near to 
an old, broken bridge, and then follow the railway through a tributary 
valley to Zanjan. The scenery is pleasant but not outstanding. In Zanjan 
there is little to see in the way of monuments, but the bazaar is again good. 
There are also reasonable places for lunch. 


Beyond Zanjan you reach Soltaniyeh, and if you have not been here 
* before you can visit the mausoleum (see Tour 22). The route is now the 
same as for Tour 22, and passes Ghazvin, where you can also take the chance 
to have a look at some of the buildings. 


Winter stays late in the Ardebil area and plays havoc with the road 
surfaces. The best season to go is between June and October. 
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CHAPTER 7 


A Few Useful Farsi Phrases 


A. Directions 


It is inevitable that you will sometimes need to ask the way from 
someone, whether you are on the road or walking. However distances can 
be a difficulty, as the measurements still used by many country folk are the 
“farsang’’ and “‘farsakh’’. These tend to vary in meaning as well as length, 
but if you equate 1 farsakh to 6 kilometres you will be fairly safe. 


We want to get to Ray mikhaym be Ray berim 
Is this the road for Ray ? in jadde be Ray mire? 
_ Which is the road to Ray ? Ray az kodum tarafe? 

How far is it to Ray ? cheghadd munde be Ray ? 

It’s 3 farsakh se farsakhe 

Turn left opposite the teahouse daste chap ruberuye ghavekhane 

Turn right by the mosque daste rast pahluye masjed 

Straight on at the junction mostaghim sare chahar rah 

How good is the road ? jadde chetore? 

How can we get to the old castle? chetor mitunim be ghal’eye 
ghadim berim ? 

Can we drive to it? mitunim ba mashin berim ? 

Thank you, we will walk mersi, piade mirim 

OK, please come with us besyar khob, khoshhal mishim 
ba ma biyai 

We need 4 horses/mules/donkeys ma chahar ta asb/ghater/olagh 
mikhaym 

We shall come back at 6pm today asr sa’ate shish bar migardim, 
ensha‘allah 

The top of the hill balaye tappe 

Village deh, dehkade Mountain kuh 

House khune Pass gardane 

School madrase River rud, rudkhane 

Gendarmerie (same as Eng.) Valley darre 

Town shahr Gorge tang 

Forest Jangal 


93 


B. Car Problems 


Most of these can be sorted out in English or sign language, but a little 
Farsi can help avoid too much misunderstanding. 


30 litres of regular, please 

Where is the nearest petrol pump? 
We have a puncture 

Can it be repaired here now? — 
No, you must go to the town 
The car needs some repair 

Is there a mechanic available? 
Does anyone know how to fit it? 
Can you take us to a repair shop? 
It’s broken (the part) 

It’s closed (the garage) 


Wheel charkh 

Tyre lastik 

Spare wheel Zapas 

Brakes tormoz 
Handbrake tormoze dasti 
Clutch kelaj 

Gear dande 
Alternator Jenratur 
Steering farmun 
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si liter benzin (ma‘muli) 

nazdiktarin pompe benzin kojast? 
panchar shode 

mishe inja ta’miresh kard? 

nakheir, bayad berin shahr 

mashin ehtiaj ba ta’mir dare 

mishe ye mekanik peyda kard? 

inja kesi mitune dorostesh kard? 
mishe maro be ye ta’mirgah bebarin? 
shekaste shod 


ta‘tile 

Fan Belt tasme parvane 
Wiper blade shishe pak kon 
Light bulb lamp 

Battery batri 

Ignition estart 

Engine oil roghane mutur 
Air (tyres) bad 

Spanner achar 


C. Staying the Night 


The larger hotels (e.g. Bou Ali in Hamadan or Babolsar Casino) and 
most Government (INTO) Inns speak some English, but smaller hotels and 
overnight lodgings in the Alamut valley are unlikely to. 


Have you a double room? 

What is the price? 

Is that for the room or per person? 
Hello, |!am Mr. Smith 

| rang on Tuesday from Tehran 

| reserved 2 double rooms 


Through Tehran office 
Can we pay the bill? 
Do you mind if we camp here? 


Where can we get water? 
Can you take us to the headman? 


Do you have a place where we 
can stay? 
This is fine, thank you 
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otaghe do takhte darin? 
gheimatesh chande? 

in baraye otaghe ya har nafar? 
salam, man esmit hastam 
seshambe az tehran telefon kardam 
do ta otaghe do takhte 

rezerv kardam 

bevasileye daftare tehran 
mitunim surathesab bedim? 
eshkale nadare ma inja chador 
bezanim? 

az koja mishe ab avord? 
mishe maro pishe kadkhoda 
bebarin? 

ja‘i ro darin ke mitunim 

shab bemunim? 

hamin khube, motshakkerim 


D. Visiting Monuments and Buildings 


Monuments in Government care generally have a custodian and issue 


tickets. 
everyday use or kept locked. 


Do you mind if we look inside? 
You must not go further than here 
The ladies must wear a chador 

Can we borrow a chador? 

Are you Christian or Jewish? 


We are Christians 

What is the name of this 
building? 

What is it used for? 

It is closed 

The Archaeologists are 
reparing it 

Where can we find the 
custodian? 

How can we get the key? 


How old is this building? 


Mosque masjed 
Mausoleum aramgah 
Shrine emamzade 
College (theo) madrase 
Minaret menar 
Courtyard sahn 

Porch eyvan 
Prayer-niche mehrab 


Many other places you may want to visit | are, however, either in 


eshkali nadare tusho bebinim? 
az inja jelowtar nabayad berin 
zanha bayad chador sar konand 
mishe chador be ma bedin? 
shoma masthi hastin ya 

yahudi ? 

ma masthi hastim 


esme in sakhteman chi-e? 


be che darad mikhore ? 

bastast 

bastanshenasan ta’mir 

mikonand 

koja mitunim negahbano 

peyda konim ? 

chetor mitunim kelido gir 
biyarim ? 

in sakhtemun chand sale sakhte 
shode ? 


Dome gonbad 
Tower borj 

Castle, fort ghal’e 
Caravanserai karvansara 
Walls divar 
Market bazar 
Palace ghasr, kakh 
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E. Buying Things 


If your only experience is of supermarkets in Tehran then these 


phrases may come in_ useful. 
dictionary. 


How much are these per kilo? 
How much are you asking for this? 
How much do you. want to pay ? 
Whatever you like to give 

It’s very expensive 

I'll give you 5 tomans 

| can get these for less in Tehran 
Thank you, but it’s too much 
O.K. I'll take it 

Ill have % kilo of these 

Do you sell soft drinks ? 

Where can | buy postcards? 


Names of things can be looked up in a 


in kilui chande ? 
chand mikhayn? 

har che mikhayn bedin 
kheili gerune 

panj toman midam 
tehran arzuntare 
mersi, vali ziad gerune 
bashe, mikhamesh 

nim kilo az in bedeh 
nushabe darin ? 

koja mitunam kart postal 
bekharam ? 
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F. Casual Conversations 


These have to be played very much by ear. 


The following are 


examples of what you could say to your acquaintance and what he could 


say to you. 
How may people live here? 


What work do they do? 

They are shepherds 

They work in the orchards 
What fruit is grown here ? 

Is the water supply sufficient? 
Do you have a well or a spring? 
Where do you go to school? 
What do you learn? 

Where are you from? 

What is your name? 

How long have you been in Iran? 
How much do you earn? 


The end, or the beginning ................ 


chand nafar inja zendegi 
mikonan? 

kareshun chi-e? 

una chupun hastand 

tuye baghat kar mikonan 
che miveha’i inja mikaran? 
ab kafi-e ? 

chah darin ya cheshmeh ? 
koja madrase mirin ? 

chi mikhunin ? 

koja‘ hastin? 

esmetun chi-e ? 

chand vaghte iranin ? 
cheghad migirin ? 


Rae ? 
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